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From New York Times and USA Today bestselling author Lisa Mondello...

 

DAKOTA HOMECOMING

Book 10 of DAKOTA HEARTS

 

Julian McKinnon hasn't been home to South Dakota and the family that had always been his anchor, and they want to know why. He may seem like the black sheep of the family, but telling his family he was an undercover FBI agent after all they'd been through didn't seem like a great idea. Now there's another McKinnon wedding planned for the holidays and the family has made it clear Julian isn't going to miss it for any reason. That leaves his informant wide open. The only way to make sure she's safe is to bring her home to meet the family. Aside from Georgie Garcia (Gigi) being too close to the front line of one of Mexico's notorious drug lords, she's incredibly beautiful, making it hard for Julian to separate his job from his growing feelings for her.
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Chapter One

 

 

“You’re going to have to take your informant with you to South Dakota.”

Julian McKinnon listened to the voice over the phone.  Kelly Montgomery, the head of the Chicago office, had only recently contacted him about his missing son.  

“You’re serious,” he replied.

“I can’t have her hanging around here.  We’re being watched.  And if we’re not, we will be.  This development is too sensitive to risk having Georgie Garcia slip through our fingers.  You understand what I mean.”

He did.  But it only complicated an already tenuous situation he’d put himself in with his family.  “Sir, the only reason I’m going home is because my brother is getting married.  If I show up with a woman…”

“What?  You’ve never brought a girl home to meet your mother before?”

Julian shifted his jaw to one side and glanced out the window of his motel room.  Motels had been his home for the better part of six months.  He was looking forward to going home.  Looking forward to Aunt Kate’s good cooking and his mother’s pampering.  He needed it.

“Don’t make me laugh.  I’m still stunned.  None of us, bar my sister, Grace, would ever think of bringing someone home until there was a ring involved.  The second we do, my mother has us married off.”

Kelly laughed.  “Your mother sounds like my wife.  To some extent, that’s the reason we’re having this conversation.  Given what happened to her sister, I wouldn’t blame her for wanting to disappear.  But she is the only link I have to finding my son’s whereabouts in Colombia.  I can’t risk that Georgie Garcia will slip through our fingers.”

“But, sir…”

“Make it happen, Julian.  If you’re going home, she’s going with you.  It’s either that or skip your brother’s wedding.  I don’t care what you tell your family.  I don’t care what she tells your family as long as she never mentions Eduardo Sanchez’s name to them.  You know that wouldn’t be safe.”

 

* * *

 

“Remind me again why I have to drive all the way from Texas to South Dakota with you?  Haven’t you ever heard of an airplane?”  

Julian glanced over at the woman sitting in the seat next to him.  She was pulling at her seatbelt to give it slack and then letting it tighten again.  It was a nervous habit.  He already knew that about her.  Just like she played with her long black hair and pulled it to one side of her shoulder when she was thinking.

“You’ll never get on a plane undetected.”

“You mean the FBI can’t pull that off?”

“Not even a private one.”  He flashed her a smile but his expression quickly turned serious.  “We can’t risk anyone knowing who you really are and who you’re talking to.  It’s a lot harder to track you on the road than through a heavily guarded airport.”

“And you really want me to be your date?”

“Yes.  For a family wedding.”

“Was this Kelly Montgomery’s idea?”

“Look, Georgie, none of that has changed since we left Galveston.  It’s for your own safety.”

She paused a moment to look out at the road and then turned to him.  “Then why go at all?  I mean, if it’s so dangerous, why are we even going to this wedding?”

Julian felt the ache in the center of his chest grow.  “Because I haven’t been home in the nine months since I’ve been working this case and…”

“And what?”

“And because my big brother is getting married.  He’s finally happy again.”

“He wasn’t before?”

“He was wounded while in the military.  He went through a touch and go time when he returned home.  None of us could have imagined his life turning around like this three years ago.  I want to be there to support him.  I’m sure you can understand that.”

She sunk a little lower in her seat.  “Do I get to talk to anyone there?”

Julian McKinnon chuckled.  “You’ll have a hard time not talking.  My family won’t let you be quiet.”

“Oh.  One of those types of families.”

He took his eyes off the road just long enough to glance at the shocked expression and quickly dismissed it.  He’d already gone through his own shock about how he was going to make the next seven days’ work and recovered from it.  Georgie would as well.  And they had a long ride for her to do it.

She was right.  It was a little odd for him to be bringing her home to meet the family, especially since he hadn’t been home since his father had a heart attack nine months ago.  And even then it had only been for a day or two to make sure his father would survive and recover.  Over the past nine months Julian had revisited the memory of his mother’s bewildered face when he’d said he was leaving.  Yet, she’d let him go without a fight.  She didn’t have it left in her to stop him.  But his sister, Grace, had and he’d gotten an earful from her on the drive back to Oklahoma where he’d had a lead about one of Eduardo Sanchez’s men trying to set up shop in the US.

Deep down, Julian knew his mother had been keeping her fight to get through his father’s recovery.  And Grace hadn’t liked his disappearing act one bit.  It was convenient for Julian to let them all think he was just being irresponsible and selfish.  Only he knew the truth.  But it still made him feel like a bastard.

The timing of Ian’s wedding was beyond awful giving the assignment he had.  But none of them knew that and he intended to keep it that way.  He couldn’t exactly expect the world to stop spinning just because he was working a job. 

“It won’t be that bad.  Technically you don’t even have to go to the wedding if you don’t want.  You could stay back at the house.”

Her eyes widened. “House?  What house?”

Julian kept talking.  “But if we’re going to be staying together, it makes sense for you to be my date.  I can’t very well tell my family who you really are.”

It didn’t matter that Georgie was his prime informant in a case he’d worked nearly a year on with the Chicago FBI office.  Kelly Montgomery wanted him to stick to Georgie twenty-four/seven.  What started out as routine had become deeply personal to Kelly.  The bastard they were after had kidnapped his son.

“Wait a minute.  I want to get back to this house thing.  Whose house?”

“My parents’.”

“We’re staying at your parents’ house?  What am I supposed to tell your family who I am exactly?”

Julian McKinnon had thought about that and came up empty.  He hadn’t exactly been forthcoming with his family about his current line of work.  He had his reasons.  But this little…complication of having to guard Georgie made this homecoming a bit harder.

“That does create a problem.  They’re probably going to make more out of this than it is.  My brothers will pretty much accept anything I tell them.  My cousins…they’ll probably buy it easy enough, too.  My parents will probably just be thrilled I brought any woman home to meet them.”

“Any…what?  You mean, you never have?”

He shook his head.  “I have a sister.”

“Lots of people do.”

“Not like Grace.  I can fool just about anyone in my family except Grace.  It’s like she has radar.  And my aunt Kate.  She has this sixth sense, too.” He laughed.  “None of us were ever able to get anything past Aunt Kate growing up.”  

“I’ll keep that in mind.  If it’s going to be this hard, maybe you should just skip the wedding all together?”

“No can do.  I tried that.  My sister said she’d hunt me down and drag me back home by my collar.  And she’ll do it. I’m surprised I’ve been able to stay away from the family this long.  We’re too close, Georgie.”

“I wouldn’t know anything about that.  I don’t have any siblings.”

“No, I mean with Eduardo.  I know you’d rather stay put at that hotel with the big indoor pool, but it’s too dangerous.  There are people who are counting on getting the information you have, or can get.  I can’t let them down.”

“Nor should you.  But what makes you think that my going to South Dakota is going to bring us any closer to finding your friend?”

He was silent a moment.  “Cash Montgomery isn’t a friend.  He’s a colleague.  We barely know each other.  But he was onto something big.  Eduardo Sanchez was at the heart of it.  Quite frankly, until you came to us, we’d assumed he’d been killed.  It isn’t like him to stay quiet this long.  Your Intelligence was the first clue we’ve had that he may still be alive.  Cash Montgomery is Kelly’s son.”

“It wasn’t Intelligence.  It was a conversation that was overhead.  I don’t even know if it’s true.”

“You must have thought it was true.  Otherwise, why did you come all the way to the United States to ask the FBI to help you get your cousin out of Colombia?”

“Because Angela is scared.  I have no more family in Colombia now that my mother is dead.  But Angela does.  It’s not as easy for her.  And if she quits her job at the compound, Eduardo will know something is up.  You don’t just give up a job like that without a reason.”

“Which is why I’ve stayed away from my family while I’ve been investigating Eduardo Sanchez.  I know what he’s capable of.”

 

* * *

 

Georgie listened to Julian talk about a monster that had been responsible for the deaths of so many people she knew.  Sure, he wasn’t directly responsible for her mother’s death.  But he had a hand in it through Diego.  

No, Julian didn’t need to elaborate any further.  Georgie knew full well what Eduardo was capable of doing.  She’d seen it first hand and escaped with her life without drawing suspicion.  At least, she hoped she hadn’t.  If not for the baby, she’d have disappeared and never made contact with Eduardo again.

“I don’t understand why I have to go with you.  That’s all,” she said.  “I can stay at a hotel and sit by the pool in some small no-nothing Southern town until you’re done with your family time up in...  Where did you say this wedding was going to take place?”

“South Dakota.”

“Freeze country.  I’m no pampered gal, but it’s not very appealing for a woman like me who is used to the hot weather.  Look, if anything comes up, I’ll call you.”

“I’ll be too far away.  That’s not how it’s going to happen.  We’re too close to breaking this thing open.  Between you and your cousin we’re going to find where Cash Montgomery is being held.  I won’t risk his life.”

He was right not to risk it.  But Julian didn’t really know just how much.  Or maybe he did and he didn’t care about the odds. The chances of this mission succeeding was zero based on what people had done to infiltrate Eduardo’s operation in the past.  People had tried and died.  Julian was savvy about military operations and about the drug trafficking trade.  He knew more than she did about Eduardo’s operation and over the years she’d learned a lot.  But Georgie was counting on what she knew being her ace in the hole to help Angela and her family get out of Colombia the way she had.  

“You came to us, remember?  You asked us for help to get your cousin out alive.  This is how we’re helping you.”  

Georgie twisted her lips into a grin.  “By making me go to a wedding?”

Julian shrugged.  “That can’t be helped.  Look, if you really don’t want to come then I can send you to Chicago and you can stay with Kelly and his family.”

She sighed.  “Another family?”

“You definitely have a thing about families.”

“Maybe because I don’t have any other than Angela.  I don’t understand why I have to stay with anyone at all.  Despite the fact that I’ve lived most of my life in Colombia, I’m still an American citizen.  I’m in America now.  I could lose myself anywhere here.  I should be safe.”

He shook his head.  “And what if Angela calls?  What if Eduardo calls?  What if he becomes suspicious?  Anything could happen and if you don’t have someone right next to you to protect you, you’re dead.  We all lose.  We don’t find Cash.  Your cousin will most likely end up dead, and so will you.  Deep down, you know I’m right.  Eduardo has deep ties with a lot of organized crime in America.  Sure, we could stay away from Providence.  We could stay away from Texas.  But I found you in Oklahoma.  And if I can find you, so can he.”

A chill raced through her.  “Kelly said something about witness protection.”

“That’s probably going to happen eventually if word gets out of your involvement.  It will mean leaving everyone and everything behind.”

“I already did that.”

“Not really.  There’s still Angela.”

Sadness filled her.  “There’s no one left but her.  Eduardo made sure of that.”

“Precisely the reason why I can’t let you out of my site.  Not until we get the information we need and then get you to a place where you can have a normal life.”

“Do people like me do that?  Have normal lives?”

Julian took his eyes off the road for a second to look at her.  “I don’t know.  But it’s worth trying. Don’t you think?”

She turned her eyes to the road ahead and slumped back in the seat.  “How long before we stop for the night?”

“Hungry?”

“No, my butt is falling asleep.”

Julian chuckled and quickly glanced down to her seat.  On more than one occasion, his gaze had drifted to the swell of Georgie’s bottom despite his every attempt to stay professional and see her as nothing more than an informant in an investigation.  She’d caught him glancing at her.  She wasn’t a fool.  She knew when a man found her attractive.  Most times she didn’t give a damn.  The men she’d known in her life had no respect for women and she wanted no part of them.  

But Julian had been different.  She could complain all she wanted about being forced to go to South Dakota to spend a week with people she didn’t know.  But part of her was intrigued by the idea of seeing how a normal family lived. 

Every so often while he was driving he’d glance over at her and his gaze would linger.  There was no reason for him to do it.  But he did.  And when he did, like he was now, she’d feel a warm sensation flow through her as if he were caressing her with his penetrating blue eyes.  There was nothing sleazy about the way he looked at her.  He probably was a man who genuinely enjoyed a pretty girl.  That’s all.  But it still affected her.

 She’d worn her loose almost black hair down today and it hung past her shoulders.  She reached up to the back of her head and combed her hair over to her left shoulder and played with the ends.  She’d done this on their first meeting, when she’d been near tears and afraid to say a word.  It was hard to believe that had been a month ago.  Harder to believe that Julian had been following her for months and she’d never even known he was there.  

Looking at him now, it was hard to believe she hadn't noticed him.  On their first meeting, she’d noticed his eyes first.  They were a dark blue.  So much different than her hazel eyes, something she’d inherited from the father she’d never known.  She’d seen a picture.  Julian had said he’d known who she was, that he’d learned about her from Kelly. 

He’d been tracking her for months, and when they’d met, he knew things about her and her life that she’d actually forgotten.  She was so scared that she nearly bolted.  But the sound of his voice, his reassurance that she’d finally be free from Eduardo Sanchez when the investigation was over, gave her so much relief that she nearly flung herself in his arms and wept.  Nearly.  Only someone who truly understood the long reach Eduardo Sanchez had beyond borders could understand her reaction.  Julian had.

“I planned on stopping in Amarillo.  From there it’s another full day’s ride though Colorado and Nebraska until we get to Rudolph.  Is that okay?”

“Do I have a choice?”

He didn’t say anything in response to her obvious irritation.  She was tired.  So was he.  When they finally had a chance to stop it would be a relief.  But he probably wanted to put as much time behind them as he could before they made the stop. She forced herself to remain calm and asked, “How much longer before we can stop for a bite to eat?”

“We past Abilene about an hour ago.  Can you wait until we get to Lubbock?”

Her stomach grumbled with the thought of food.  “I guess.”

“It’s about another hour and a half from here.  Amarillo will be about another two hours after that.  Then we can stop.”

She nodded and then smiled.  “I’m picking the restaurant.  I don’t care how famous Texas is for its beef.  We’re not stopping for a burger off the highway.  I want something good.”

“Deal.”

 


Chapter Two

 

 

Julian didn’t know what he’d expected from Georgie.  When he’d told her she could pick the restaurant, on Uncle Sam’s dime, he figured she’d go all out and find a fancy, overpriced restaurant just to give him a dig for making them drive the whole way to South Dakota.  But after fiddling with the app on her phone, she chose a small Italian restaurant that reminded him of his aunt Kate’s diner in Rudolph.  When he saw the neon sign from the road, he put on his blinker and pulled into the parking lot.

“I don’t even care if the food isn’t as good as Aunt Kate’s place. I’m so hungry I’ll eat a leather boot,” he said, getting out of the car and then slamming the door shut.  The smell of food coming from the circular exhaust vent on the roof was already assaulting his nostrils. 

Georgie got out of the car and took a good look at the place.  “It got high stars.  It shouldn’t be too bad.”

“Italian, huh?  I figured you’d want something different.”

“What?  Like Mexican?”

He chuckled.  “No.  Maybe a steak.  Texas is famous for that.”

“I felt like Italian.”

He shrugged.  “Well, Italian it is.  Let’s get in there and see what they have.”

A few minutes later they were seated at a dimly lit table in the corner.  Julian made sure to sit in the seat that gave him a good view of the entire restaurant.  He didn’t really think there would be any trouble.  As far as he knew, Eduardo Sanchez didn’t even know that Georgie had left Colombia.  

“You’re scared,” Julian said.  “It’s okay to be scared.  But you don’t have to be.”

She sputtered, “I managed to escape Eduardo’s lair.  I have nothing to be afraid of now.”

“I don’t mean about Eduardo.  I mean about meeting my family.”

 

* * *

 

“Of course not,” she lied.  She wasn’t scared, she was terrified.  She wasn’t exactly the kind of woman a man brought home to meet the family.  In just the short time she’d known Julian, she knew their lives were so very different.  She hadn’t grown up in a household where people did normal things.  Her normal was so far removed from what she’d seen on TV and from other people.  Who grew up living with men who thought of women as toys?  She didn’t know anyone outside of the town where she’d lived most of her life.  The fact that she’d managed to become educated and escape still amazed her.  

Her education had been the one thing that her mother had fought for with her stepfather.  Georgie had never known her real father.  And Diego made it clear that Georgie had been a burden to him since the day she and her mother moved into his house.  He’d wanted Georgie to stay home from school and earn her keep working as a maid in one of the more exclusive homes of foreign businessmen.  

But her mother insisted Georgie get her education.  Her mother had worked hard to help Georgie get good grades that enabled her to get a full scholarship to an American college when she was just sixteen years old.  Those years at the university in Texas were the most normal years of her life.  And yet, it only served to make her see just how abnormal her life really was.

She’d been lost in thought.  Lost in some faraway place that no longer existed for her because she’d managed to escape when no one else she knew ever did.  She owed it to Angela to help her the way her mother had worked so hard for Georgie.  

When she lifted her gaze to Julian, she saw that he was staring at her.  In her musing, she hadn’t even realized their food had been served.  The aroma of the steaming hot plate of ravioli teased her nose.

“It’s going to be okay, you know,” he said quietly.

“You can’t know that for sure.  But I’ll take your word for it today.  Today will be okay.  I’ll deal with tomorrow when it comes.”

She picked up her fork and cut into a piece of ravioli.  But rather than bring it to her mouth and devour it to satisfy her hunger, she waited.  She knew it was hot and would burn her mouth.

“This is a treat for you,” Julian said, watching as she scrutinized her plate and decided where to start.

She chuckled, slightly embarrassed that he’d caught her reaction to the food.  “It is.  I’d never been to an Italian restaurant when I was in Colombia, although I know there are several in the cities.”

“Did you develop this love of Italian food when you were in college?” he asked.

“There was a small pizza shop near the university. I didn’t go often.  I didn’t have the money.  But I went sometimes.  I was a few years younger than most of the people in my classes so I couldn’t go to some of the places they could go because I wasn’t old enough to drink.  I started out just eating the pizza and pretty soon I couldn’t wait to sample everything they had on the menu.  Ravioli was my favorite.”

“That’s right.  You started college at sixteen.”

She frowned.  “How did you know that?”

“It was in your file.”

“My file?  I have a file?”

It was his turn to frown.  “You must have known we’d have a file on you.  How do you think I found you?”

“I don’t know.  I guess I…I didn’t think about it,” she said wearily.  She took a bite of the ravioli and closed her eyes as she savored the flavor.

“Good?”

“No.  Excellent.  I’ve clearly missed my calling in life.  I should have been a chef.”  She took another bite and then swallowed.  “So what else is in this file?”

He finished chewing his bite of food and then took a sip of his beer.  “The usual stuff.  Where you born, your family, where you went to school.  You graduated with honors with a degree in Physics.  Quite a departure from culinary arts.”

She shrugged.  “True.  But then I hadn’t tried Italian food before I started college.  If I had, life could have been so different.”

Julian chuckled and cut into his lasagna.  “Your mother worked for a time at Eduardo Sanchez’s compound.”

Her stomach dropped.  He knew more than she wanted most people to know.  She liked being in the United States and having a clean slate.  Being invisible in a way.  Of course, not all people treated her so warmly.  There was still discrimination from some people who’d been angry about her scholarships, thinking she’d gotten a free ride just because she was a foreigner.  They didn’t accept that she was also American. But Georgie learned not to pay those people any mind.  Allowing their judgment to get to her would only stop her from her goals.

“You must know then that I’m an American with dual citizenship.”

He nodded.  “It’s in there.  There isn’t much information about  your father though, but he was American and that makes you a natural born citizen.”

“I don’t know much about him myself.  He was in Colombia on business when he and my mother were together.  I know she worked as a maid at the company home he was staying at while he was in the country.  I also know the affair was over before I was born.  But my mother made sure to name him on the birth certificate and I know she contacted him to register me as his child at the United States Embassy in Colombia when I was born.  She knew that because they weren’t married, she’d need proof of my parentage in order to for me to have dual citizenship.  Sometimes I think she sought him out just because of his status.”

“Because he was American.” It was a statement, not a question.

Georgie nodded.  “She was always looking for a way out.  And then when I came along, she wanted that for me. Luckily, my father agreed to name me as his child in exchange for no responsibility for my upbringing.

“Because I was American with dual citizenship in Colombia, my mother insisted I come to the United States for college.  Most girls I knew growing up quit school before they graduated high school.  They were married and had children.  But my mother pushed me.  She wanted more for me.  And…”

“What?”

“And it killed her making sure that I got it,” Georgie said, feeling the guilt that had consumed her after learning of her mother’s death all over again.

“She died while you were in college?”

Georgie nodded.  “My stepfather expected her to give over her entire paycheck to him.  So she worked extra to make sure I had everything I needed.  That’s how she got involved with Eduardo.  She didn’t want to.  She did it for me.”

To her relief, Julian didn’t press her.  They ate in uncomfortable silence for a while which gave her the opportunity to eat half of her ravioli which she forced herself to eat despite her meal tasting so good.  The conversation had ruined her appetite, but she knew she had to eat something.  She’d take the rest with her to the hotel in case her appetite returned later.

Julian paid the check and they walked out to the car in silence.  He unlocked the car door with a press of the remote button on his keychain and then opened the passenger door, waiting for her to get inside.

She glanced at him hoping the surprise she felt didn’t show on her face.  “Thank you,” she said.

He nodded and waited for her to climb inside.  When she was settled in her seat and grabbed the seat belt to buckle herself in, he stopped her hand.  Confused, she glanced up at him.

“It wasn’t your fault, you know,” he said.

His face was serious and sympathetic.  A lump formed in her throat that she couldn’t swallow down.  She didn’t have to ask what he was talking about.  She knew.

“That’s an argument for another time.”

“There’s no argument.  It’s the truth.  Your mother was special to you.  You probably know every detail that made her who she was and that’s why you loved her.  But the real truth is that there are tens of thousands of women just like her in countries like Colombia.  She wanted you to have a better life, better choices than she had.  She was determined to break the cycle with you.  It’s the real reason why you contacted us to help you, Georgie.  Your mother was brave.  So are you.”

She closed her eyes for a brief moment.  “It’s true enough about my mother.  But how is my running away brave?  I’m a coward.  After that awful day, I left Angela in Colombia.  Every day she’s in Eduardo’s house, she’s in danger.  I’m the one with FBI protection.  I have nothing to complain about.”

She thought of the hard time she’d given Julian about going to South Dakota.  She was infinitely more safe with Julian than Angela was right now.  She had no right to complain at all.

“You’re right.  This discussion is better left for another time.”

He slammed the door shut and walked in front of the car to the driver’s door.  She heard his cell phone ring.  He answered it before opening the door.

Thankful for the brief moment to collect her thoughts, Georgie slid a finger beneath her eyes to dry the moisture that had settled there.  It was always hard to talk about her mother. It was even harder when someone like Julian gave her a pass for what went down in Colombia, as if she had nothing to do with it.

But she knew different.  Everyone paid a price of some sort down there when you dealt with Eduardo Sanchez.  Nothing was free.  And she’d pay a price for what she was about to do.  She only hoped it was worth it in the end.

The car door abruptly opened, jarring Georgie from her thoughts.  Julian slid into the driver’s seat.

“All set?”

She nodded, feeling more drained than she had when they’d arrived at the restaurant.  Suddenly, she couldn’t wait to get to the hotel so she could curl up in her bed and pull the blankets over her head, something she’d done when she was a child and tried desperately to block out the fighting between her stepfather and her mother.  But there was still two hours of road ahead of them before she could find solace there.

 


Chapter Three

 

 

Julian had realized in the middle of telling Georgie a story about him and his brother Gray that Georgie had fallen asleep.  Her head was tilted back against the seat and her lips were slightly parted.  He’d glanced over when she hadn’t responded to his question about rope swings over the lake and realized his story had gone unheard.  

It was just as well.  He knew Georgie was stressed.  There was so much information she had about Eduardo Sanchez that she probably didn’t realize was even important or could be useful to them.  He couldn’t push her though.  Kelly was clear about that.  Cash’s life depended on it.  But the fact that Georgie was still here with him, still willing to go through the charade of being his date for his brother Ian’s wedding, told Julian that she really did want out.  She wanted to help her cousin and in return, she wanted to help Kelly find his son.  And if that were the case, Julian would help her as much as he could to make sure she didn’t have to return to the dangerous life she’d grown up living.

He’d learned a long time ago that many women didn’t stay in bad situations because they wanted to.  There was usually something, or someone that compelled them to stay longer than what was safe.  He saw firsthand how his sister stayed in an emotionally abusive marriage longer than she’d wanted to for the sake of his nephew Liam.  But now Grace had met someone new and seemed happy again the last time he’d spoken to her on the phone.  He couldn’t wait to meet the man who’d helped cause that happy turn for her.

He glanced over at Georgie again and heard her rhythmic breathing.  She was pretty.  No, pretty was too mild a word.  Georgie was beautiful in an exotic sort of way with her dark hair and hazel eyes that he could look into for hours and never tire of doing so.  He couldn’t deny that.  He could see how Eduardo Sanchez, or any other man, would be drawn to her.  It had been just bad timing that Georgie had been at the compound at the wrong time and earned unwanted attention from Eduardo.

They’d use that to their advantage.  But it wouldn’t be easy.  Julian had tremendous admiration for Georgie’s bravery and her strength in continuing to help Angela.  You had to be strong to break out of a cycle of imprisonment that affected so many women in Colombia when their lives were entangled with criminals like Eduardo Sanchez.

They arrived at the motel while Georgie was still asleep.  He parked the car in front of a row of shrubs far from the neon sign that was flashing a vacancy sign in bright red.  He glanced at Georgie.  She looked so peaceful that he didn’t want to wake her.  

He put his hand on her shoulder and gave a gentle push to rouse her.  “We’re here.”

It took a few seconds, but her eyes fluttered open.

“We’re here, ” he repeated. “At the motel.”  

Sitting up in the seat, she glanced around with a bewildered look on her face, as if she were confused that they’d time-traveled the last two hours.

“Stay in the car,” he said.  “I’ll get the keys.”

She nodded and rubbed her face with her fingers.

With one last look to make sure she was okay, he went inside the motel office. Julian paid for the room in cash and gave false information for the registry just in case they’d been followed.  He’d also used a prepaid credit card for the deposit.  He really didn’t think they were being followed by anyone.  It was a precaution.  Kelly had insisted on it given the man they were dealing with.  Right now, Georgie’s life was not in danger.  But if Eduardo Sanchez knew she was working with the FBI, that would all change in the blink of an eye.

 She watched him walk back to the car with the keys in his hands.  When he reached the car, he hit the button to release the trunk and it popped open.  She got out of the car and joined him at the back of the car.

“Two rooms?” she asked.

“Yes, adjoining.  I hope that doesn’t bother you.”

“Would it matter?”

“No.”

He pulled both suitcases out of the trunk and slammed it shut.  With both keys still in his hand, he picked up both bags and walked with her toward the building, checking the numbers on the door to find their rooms.  When they got there, he dropped his bag on the ground to open the first door.  But she clutched his hand and took both keys.

His eyebrows pulled together.  “I can do that.”

“So can I,” she said, putting the card in the slot and waiting for the green light so she could open the door.  When it pushed open, she grabbed his bag.

“What are you doing?” he asked.

“You said the rooms were adjoining.  You can bring your bags in through here.”

“I need to unlock the door in the other room.”

She nodded and handed him the other key.  “Just for the record, I’m glad they’re adjoining rooms.”

“Are you frightened?”

“Not if I know I can run to you in the middle of the night if I need to.  I’ll unlock the other door in here.”

A slow burn brewed inside him as he watched her walk into her room.  He shut the door and pulled on it to make sure it locked. He’d put the deadbolt on when he got inside.  Then he took a few steps to reach the other door that would be his room for the night.  

He paused with his hand on the key.  He was already feeling a stirring for the woman and their trip had only just begun.  How in the hell was he going to last a week in close quarters with his family watching their every move without them catching wind of the truth?  He was wildly attracted to Georgie Garcia.  He only hoped he could sleep tonight with her just a few feet away in the next room.  But he feared the fantasies that had been playing out in his mind for the past few hours would prevent him from sleeping.  And if she did run to him in the middle of the night, out of fear, or something more, would he be able to hold back this need that had been building inside him?

He didn’t know.  He didn’t know if he wanted to.  All he knew is that this was the first of many nights he’d have to be near Georgie Garcia.

 

* * *

 

When they’d reached Nebraska, he’d let her drive.  Georgie sat in the driver’s seat looking at the road ahead, thankful she had something to concentrate on.  Another day of watching trees and street signs rush past her and she was going to flip out.  Of course, this was Nebraska.  There was nothing but farms on both sides of the road for miles on end.  How did long distance truck drivers stand this?

 

 

“We’ve tapped your cell phone,” Julian said.  

He’d been engrossed in reading information off his tablet for the last half hour, so his admission startled her.

When she said nothing, he continued.  “Every call that comes into your phone will be recorded.  So if you have a boyfriend you want to talk romantic with, don’t do it on your phone.”

Her cheeks flamed and she hoped Julian didn’t notice.  “There’s no boyfriend in that file of yours, is there?”

“No,” he said, giving her a half grin.

“You already know so much about me and my life, why would you expect one to call me?”

“I don’t.  I just want to be fair and warn you.”

“Well thanks for the warning.  But it’s not necessary.”

“Still, if Eduardo or Angela calls you for any reason, any reason at all, alert me right away.  Even if it’s in the middle of the night.”

“That brings up a good point that we need to discuss.  Last night we slept in different rooms.  What about when we get to your parents’ house?”

He rubbed his chin and thought for a moment.  Clearly he hadn’t thought out all the details of this trip. It was one thing to stay in separate rooms in a motel on a quiet Texas road.  It was another thing to stay in Julian’s parents’ house.

Last night had been tough for a lot of reasons.  More than a few times Georgie’s mind wandered to the man who was sleeping in a bed not more than twenty feet from where she lay staring at the ceiling.  Sure, there was a wall between them.  But the door was slightly ajar.  Every so often, she heard Julian’s heavy sigh as if he were wrestling with something in his sleep or having a fitful dream.  It was comforting because she knew he was there.  

But he was there.  Just twenty feet away.  And her mind couldn’t shake the image of him standing at the doorway in his bare feet wearing only the bottoms of flannel pajamas. She had to fight to keep looking at Julian’s face instead of the strong muscles of his chest as he said goodnight to her and shut the light off.

In the dark, her fingers itched to travel the length of his body, feel his muscles bunch up beneath her touch as she made her way down the center of his chest to the soft patch of hair on his lower belly that disappeared beneath his pants.

It taunted her all night.  She was surprised she’d gotten any sleep at all.  And now as the memory assaulted her once more, she was glad to be staring at green grass and what looked like the same old farmhouse on the side of the road so she wouldn’t have to look at Julian.  If she did, her wild thoughts were sure to betray her and he’d know.

“When you want me to take over the driving, just let me know.”

She nodded, staring at the broken yellow line in the center of the road as the car rolled over the pavement.

“Did you tell them I was coming?” she asked.

“I told you not to be scared.”

“It’s hard not to be.  Angela is my only family.  How many McKinnons are there?”

“A lot.  But no one is going to grill you or make you feel like you’re being tested.”

“And your mother is okay with my staying there?”

Julian chuckled.  “Yes.”

“So, what did you tell them?  Are we dating?  Are we just friends?  How long have we known each other?”

He put the tablet down on the seat between them and rubbed his chin again.  “It’s best to keep any lies to a minimum.  We’re already lying by omission.  So let’s just tell them we met a month ago and we’ve been together ever since.  That’s true enough.”

She nodded.  “And if they ask if we’re serious?”

“Yes, we are.  Which is true.  We’re serious about why we have to be together right now.  Let them draw their own conclusions.  Look, Georgie, we only have to get through the week.  Hopefully, Angela will be able to call with information about Cash.  Once we have that, we can set up a plan to get Angela and her kids out of Colombia.”

“Cash and then Angela,” Georgie said as if she were trying to drill it into her brain so she wouldn’t forget.

But she wanted to forget.  She wanted to forget about the moment that Eduardo saw her standing in the hallway when she’d foolishly gone to his compound to get Angela and convince her to leave.  She wanted to forget the moment when he’d learned who Georgie’s mother was and how he’d taken an immediate interest in her.

She’d left for America that evening.

“Hey, where did you go?” Julian asked, placing a steady hand on hers as she gripped the steering wheel.

“Someplace I hope I never have to go again.”

“You still don’t want to talk about it?”

“It won’t help.”

“Maybe not in finding Cash Montgomery.  But it might help you.”

She glanced at him quickly.  “I just want to feel safe again, like I did when I was in college before my mother died.”

She was naïve back then.  She’d believed her mother’s dreams.  But only because her mother had been so good at keeping the nightmares from her.

“You will be safe.  And one day you’ll feel safe, Georgie.”

“You know the kind of man Eduardo is,” she said quietly.

“Yes.”

“He…didn’t kill my mother directly.  But he killed my stepfather.  She was there and so she was just as expendable as any one of the other thugs in his employ.”

“There isn’t much information about how your mother died.”

She chuckled wryly.  “Well, there won’t be, will there?  I didn’t know how she died.  Not until Eduardo saw me at the compound.  I should have never gone there.  I had only heard rumors.  But when I found out that Angela was working for Eduardo and she began to confide in me some of the things she’d seen and overheard, I knew she was in trouble.  I…actually thought I could save her.  How crazy is that?  Me against Eduardo Sanchez, the biggest drug runner in all of Colombia!”

“Don’t beat yourself up about this.  You couldn’t have known Eduardo would recognize you.”

“He didn’t.  One of the other maids saw me and told me I looked just like my mother.  My mother never mentioned Eduardo other than she’d been working for him as a maid.  I assumed that was the only association she had with him.  It’s a big compound and there are a lot of people working there.  She’d never told me of his advances toward her.  He murdered my stepfather, Julian.  Right in front of her.  And when she tried to stop him, he murdered her.  Oh, the other house staff said it was an accident.  He hadn’t meant to kill my mother.  He just wanted her husband out of the way.  Well, he succeeded in doing that and getting my mother out of the way as well.”

Tears filled her eyes.  It had been five years since her mother’s murder and still it was as fresh as the day the dean of the college and the college minister had shown up at her college dorm room to deliver the news.  

“When Eduardo learned who I was, I saw it.”

“What?”

“That disgusting interest of a man who wanted only one thing.  To possess.  To own.  He was looking at me that way.  I knew if I’d stayed in that compound any longer, Eduardo might succeed. My mother must have lived with that every day just to make sure I was able to stay in college. ”

“You were right to come to the FBI,” Julian said.  “I hate asking you this, but has Angela every mentioned Cash Montgomery?”

Georgie shook her head.  “I was the one who heard Eduardo talking about Cash Montgomery.  One of the other servants told me to stay in the foyer to wait for Angela, but I wandered the hall instead.  People were looking at me and I didn’t know where Angela was or how long she’d be.  So I went looking for her.  I ended up walking onto the patio where Eduardo was having a drink with another man.  He wore a military uniform so I thought it was something official.”

“I know you’ve told me you heard him talking about Cash Montgomery being taken captive.  Did he know Cash was DEA?”

“I don’t know.”

“Did he say at all why he was interested in Cash?”

She shook her head.  “All I remember is that Eduardo told the man he wanted to keep Cash alive.  He wasn’t ready.”

“Ready for what?”

“He didn’t say.  But he wanted Cash brought to a private location to find out what he knew and who he’d told.”

“Told what?”

“I don’t know.  I’m sorry.  It was all so vague.  I froze when I was standing there.  They didn’t know that I had been there for a little while.  Eduardo kept referring to Cash as The American.  And then he saw me and I panicked.

“I never did get a chance to see Angela that day.  Eduardo took me into his private study and gave me a drink. I didn’t drink it.  I was too afraid.”

“Rightly so.”

“But he…I don’t know, he seemed so strange.  At times, he was almost fatherly to me.  And then he…would look at me.”

Even now it made Georgie feel dirty just remembering that day.  

“And then he told me about my mother and how he was sorry that I’d been left without her.  He intended to make it up to me.  As if he could ever do anything to atone for murdering my mother.”

She read the exit sign and put her blinker on to signal getting off the highway.

Julian glanced at the exit ahead and frowned.  “Where are you going?”

“To get a coffee.  Stretch my legs.  My body is starting to get stiff again.”

She was glad for the distraction.  Talking about her life in Colombia and the events that led to her mother’s death was too draining for her.  She didn’t know how much more she could take.  If only Angela would call, and hopefully call with news of Cash Montgomery.  Then this nightmare of hiding would end.  Angela would be able to leave Colombia and they could all start over.

But first, she had to get through a week with Julian’s family.

 


Chapter Four

 

 

“What do you mean you aren’t sharing a room?” Julian’s mother asked.  “I thought you two were a couple.”  She said the last part in a whisper as if she didn’t want to offend Georgie.  

His parents had stayed up well past their normal bedtime in order to greet Julian and Georgie, who had finally arrived at his childhood home in Rudolph.  Julian’s father was in the living room getting to know Georgie and already showing her the family pictures that were hanging on the living room wall.  His mother was making sleeping arrangements.

“It’s not a problem,” Julian said, kissing his mother on the cheek.  “I’ll sleep on the sofa if one of the other rooms isn’t ready.  Georgie can sleep in my bed. I assume you haven’t turned my bedroom into a sewing room yet.”

“No.  I turned Luke’s room into a sewing room six months ago.  Your father is using Ian’s room as his office.  Of course the house is big enough.  I raised five children so there are bedrooms to spare.  And it’s only the two of you who are staying here now.”

“Where’s everyone else?”

“Well, Gray is over at Nina’s place.  Their new house isn’t ready yet.  Luke is practically moved in at Tessa’s ranch.  Grace has her own house down the road.  And of course Ian and Abby have that beautiful house out by the river.  I’m sure Georgie will be comfortable in Grace’s old room.”

“Fine.  Then we don’t have a problem.”

“Separate rooms?  Are you sure?”

He wanted to laugh.  Was his mother actually pushing him to share a bed with Georgie under her roof?  

“I know you’re in a rush to get more grandchildren, Mom, but Georgie…well, she’s very old fashioned.  I want to respect that.”

His mother frowned.  Then she put the back of her hand on his forehead.

“What are you doing?”

“No fever.”

He chuckled.  “I thought you’d be relieved.”

His mother smiled.  “Just when I think I’m becoming more progressive, one of you throws me a curve ball.”

“We like to keep you on your toes.”

He introduced his mother to Georgie.

“I’m so pleased to meet you, Mrs. McKinnon,” Georgie said.

“I’ll have none of that.  Call me, Joan.  We’re all very casual here.”

“You have a lovely home,” Georgie said.

“So, Georgie, Julian tells me you both drove from Texas.  Is that where your family is from?”

“Um, Mom, it’s been a long two days.  Georgie and I are beat.”

His mother gave him a sheepish grin.  “Of course.  I’m sure you just want to get to your room and get some sleep.”

“I am a little tired,” Georgie admitted.

“Well, Julian will show you the way.  I’m really pleased to meet you.  I’ll make some breakfast for you both in the morning.  We have a busy week planned.  Sam and Summer are coming in from Colorado on Thursday.  Kate insists on having a big engagement dinner at the diner for just the family.  And of course we’ll be having dinner here tomorrow night so you’ll get to meet the rest of Julian’s family, Georgie.”

“Mom?”

She opened her mouth and then closed it again, patting him on the back.

Grabbing the two suitcases he’d retrieved from the car, he carried them upstairs.  Georgie followed behind.  He stopped in front of his sister’s room.

“This is your home away from home for the next week,” Julian said, dropping her bag and then flicking on the light switch. 

Georgie glanced inside and smiled.  The room was lit up to reveal a full size bed and a room with young feminine decor.  The chair by the window was old, but had a calico print in pink and yellow.  The pillow that Grace had embroidered when she was twelve years old was propped on the chair.  Georgie took in all the details before walking inside.  Her face was dreamy.

“This is really pretty.”

“It’s looked like this for as long as I can remember.  My mother and sister did most of the sewing when I was a kid.  They both like to sew.”

Georgie continued to look around.

“The bathroom is across the hall,” Julian said, mesmerized by how the simple furnishings of his sisters room seemed to transform Georgie’s whole face.  “I’ll leave some towels on the sink so you can wash up before bed.”

“Thank you,” she said.

He went to turn away and he heard her voice again.  Softer this time.

“Thank you for bringing me here.”

He looked at her eyes and saw them twinkling.  He wondered if it were tears or if Georgie was simply tired.

“Goodnight, Georgie.”

He shut the door and was filled with an odd feeling.  It was much different than the feeling he’d had last night at the motel.  He was home.  And for some strange reason, as he’d stared at Georgie in the bedroom, she looked as though she’d belonged there.  Here.  Maybe it wouldn’t be as difficult to pull this off as he’d originally thought.

 

* * *

 

Georgie had slept better than she’d expected, given she was sleeping in the home of people she didn’t know, in a room that was decorated for a young girl and in a state that felt as cold as the Arctic.  Julian’s room was just across the hall.  She’d bumped into him on the way to the bathroom to brush her teeth last night.  They were no further away from each other than they’d been at the motel the other night, but with the door closed, he seemed closed off to her.  It hadn’t kept her from thinking about him for a good while before she finally succumbed to exhaustion and fell asleep.  

As her eyes drifted open and she blinked from the morning light coming through the window, she had an overwhelming desire to run. Why had she come here?  Why had she opened her mouth and contacted the FBI?  Angela’s life was at risk if she couldn’t keep up this charade with Eduardo. She wanted to end it.  His attention was unwanted.  But she’d agreed to help Kelly Montgomery in exchange for his help in getting Angela and her kids out of Colombia.  If it meant she had to pretend when Eduardo called, then she’d do it.  If it meant pretending to be dating Julian McKinnon in order to get through the week, she’d do it.  Then she’d be free. 

It was only going to be a week.  She’d bluff as long as she could.  Then the FBI and their teams would make their move.  And hopefully Angela would be on her way out of Colombia.  Georgie didn’t care where she went.  Well, that wasn’t exactly true.  Eduardo’s reach was far.  But if Angela was able to at least make it to Mexico, she might eventually be able to make it to the US before Eduardo found her.  In the US, she had a chance at protection in exchange for what she knew.

She stayed in bed for a few minutes looking up at the ceiling.  The air smelled different this morning, something Georgie wasn’t used to.  She’d lived in a wide variety of places in her short life, but most of them were dumps.  The air in those places always smelled the same.  Earth and trash, and sometimes something worse.  

The floor was cold when she stood with her bare feet on the wood.  She glanced down at her feet and saw the worn pine floorboards where polyurethane had worn off.  Children had grown up in this house and worn a path on the floor from the bed to the door.  Georgie could imagine Christmas mornings and the sound of stomping feet on the floor as the McKinnons piled into the hall and elbowed their way down the stairs to the living room in search of presents from Santa.  Padding across the floor, she grabbed her sweatshirt and sweatpants from the calico chair by the window and shrugged into them over her pajamas.  Then she pushed the curtain aside to look outdoors and gasped.

“Snow!”

Georgie could hardly contain herself as she grabbed a pair of heavy socks she’d shoved into her suitcase and then dropped down to the chair to pull them on her feet.  Sometime during the night it had snowed and a fresh layer of white covered the ground like frosting on a birthday cake.  It was still snowing and she couldn’t wait to see it up close.

 She’d left her boots by the door and wasted no time running down the stairs, through the kitchen and to the mudroom.

“Where’s the fire?” she heard Joan ask.

“It’s snowing!” Georgie said.  She slipped into her boots and ran out the door.

“It usually does that around here,” she barely heard Joan say as the door closed behind her.

Once outside, Georgie lifted her face to the sky and let the snowflakes fall against her warm cheek.  Jumping off the porch, she dropped to the ground and let her boots get buried in the snow.  She kicked and laughed and kicked some more as she made a path by dragging her feet.  By the time breakfast was finished, someone would be out here shoveling a clean path that people could actually walk on.  

She turned to the sound of the door opening and closing again and saw Julian.  His jacket was unzipped, showing his wheat colored Henley top.  In his hands, he held two pairs of thermal gloves and the red jacket Julian had insisted she get before they made their journey north.

“My mother is afraid you’re going to catch pneumonia and miss the wedding.”

She lifted her hands palm side up to catch snowflakes.  “It’s snowing.”

He chuckled.  “So you’ve told us.”

“Isn’t it exciting?”

“I’m trembling, I’m so excited,” he said deadpan.

She couldn’t help but laugh at the look on Julian’s face.  “I know I probably look ridiculous.  But I’ve never seen snow.  Not like this anyway.  The few times I ever saw snow where I grew up, the snow was gone as soon as the snowflakes hit the ground.”

“Well, we sure do get snow here in South Dakota.”

She reached down and took a clump of snow in her hands and balled it.  The ice crystals stung her skin.

“Take these before you freeze to death,” he said.

“I’m fine.”

“If you don’t want my mother at that kitchen door yelling at you for being out here unprepared, you’ll just do as you’re told.”

Georgie glanced back at the house and saw Joan was standing at the window, looking out at the two of them.

Georgie waved.  Joan smiled and waved back.  She genuinely liked Julian's mother.  Something about her reminded her of her grandmother.  Her grandmother had died when Georgie was just a little girl, but she remember her well.  The two women had lived such different lives and were so different.  But Georgie could already tell that Joan had that big heart her grandmother always had.  She never turned anyone away.  Her door was always open to someone in need, no matter how little her grandmother had.

Georgie dragged her boots in the snow again as she walked over to Julian and took the jacket.  As she shrugged into it, she saw Joan smile.  Then she dropped the curtain she’d lifted up to peer outside back into place.  Georgie took the gloves from Julian and slipped her hands inside.  The warmth that enveloped her freezing skin was immediate and she was thankful for Joan’s urging Julian to bring her protective clothes.

Julian took her gloved hands in his bare hands, rubbing them over the fabric.  “Better?”

She sucked in a deep breath of cold, fresh morning air and nodded.

Julian’s gaze met hers.  She saw the smile pulling at his lips but she could tell he was holding back.  “So who was that snowball meant for,” he asked.

“What makes you think it was meant for a person?”

His eyebrows lifted.  “You mean it wasn’t?”

She opened her mouth and gave him a mock shocked glare.  “Are you accusing me of something?”

“Nothing more than I’d expect from myself.”

She giggled.  “You mean a real snowball fight.”

He cocked his head to one side and let go of her hands.  “Well, now the moment is ruined.  You’re expecting it.  The best snowball fights happen when you least expect it.”

“Really?”

“Sure thing.  This yard has seen lots of snowball fights over the years.”

She glanced around.  She could imagine a clan of McKinnons running around in the snow, hurling snowballs at each other and laughing.  Her mind wandered further to children piling into the house and stripping off their boots, jackets and gloves, and sitting down at the kitchen table to enjoy a cup of hot chocolate that Joan made special just for them. 

A stab of envy pierced her heart.  It wasn’t the hot chocolate or the snowball fight that gripped her.  It was everything else that couldn’t be seen or touched that was important.  It was felt.  Love.  Family.  Home.  She knew nothing about that sort of thing.  Not in the way they’d lived it here.  She knew a fear that was always there.  There’d been an underlying fear deep inside Georgie her whole life.  First with her stepfather and his disapproval.  And now with Eduardo.

Julian was still rubbing his hands over her gloves.

“It’s getting cold,” she said quietly.  “I hate the cold.”

He frowned and squeezed her hand.  “Then it’s a good thing I brought your jacket.”

His blue eyes seemed to glow against the backdrop of the white snow.  His dark hair was tussled, but she wasn’t sure if it was from the wind or if he hadn't had a chance to comb it before she’d taken off outside.

Julian McKinnon was without a doubt the most handsome man she’d ever met.  And he…he was nice.  How did that happen?  How could God have given him the gift of being drop dead gorgeous and being a great guy?  She thought back to his manners at the car.  It was nothing big.  It was all the little things he did.  Picking up her suitcase and carrying it for her.  Opening her car door.  He was a gentleman.  Wow, what a novel concept!

And she had the incredible urge to kiss him.  She’d thought about it last night before she’d gone to bed.  She’d seen firsthand how incredibly strong he was and she longed to have those strong arms around her, holding her, making her feel safe.  She wanted to know what it was like to have his mouth on hers.  Would all his emotions be contained?  Or did he unleash unbridled passion when he held a woman in his arms.

“Georgie?” he whispered.

She sucked in a deep breath and touched his face. “Julian?”  Then she parted her mouth and sucked in a deep breath of crisp South Dakota morning air.

Julian came closer to her and her heart raced.  She closed her eyes and waited for her dream to be in Julian’s arms to become a reality.

 


Chapter Five

 

 

“The coffee is done brewing!”

Georgie’s eyes flew open at the sound of Joan’s voice.  Julian’s hand was on her arm.  He squeezed it gently and chuckled.

“Her timing is perfect,” he said quietly.

“You call that perfect?”

“Grace and Liam are going to be here any minute.  Oh, my, it’s cold out here this morning.  You two get in here before you both get sick!”

Georgie drew in a deep breath of air and then followed Julian into the house.  She dropped her boots in the mudroom and hung her jacket up on the same coat hook she’d hung it on last night, making sure to put her gloves in the pocket so she’d have them ready when she went out again.  The smell of coffee and cinnamon tickled her nose and drew her into the kitchen where she found Joan pulling a muffin tin out of a hot oven.

When Joan heard them come into the kitchen, she placed the muffin tin on the top of the ceramic top stove and spun around.  “I thought you’d lost your mind,” she said, looking at Georgie.  

“Who me?” she asked.

“Who goes outside this time of the year in South Dakota without a jacket?”  Joan chuckled.  “When I saw you running around out there in your pajamas, I thought I’d die.”

Heat crept up Georgie’s cheeks.  “Sweats.  And it’s my first time seeing snow.”

“We sure get a lot of it so you’re going to get your fill this week.  Here, have an apple muffin while they are warm and some coffee.”  Joan turned to Julian.  “Liam doesn’t have school today so he’s spending the day here.  Gracie will be here any minute.”

“I should get upstairs and get dressed,” Georgie said, starting for the stairway.

“Nonsense.  You haven’t even had breakfast yet,” Joan said as she took the muffins out of the muffin tin and arranged them on a plate.  “Have a seat at the table.  Julian, pour Georgiana a cup of coffee so she can warm herself.”

“It’s Georgie,” Georgie said, hoping she wasn’t insulting Joan by correcting her.  “My birth name is Georgie.”

“Really?” Joan said with a smile.  “That’s a little unusual, isn’t it?”

“Mom,” Julian said.

“I’m just asking,” Joan said, swatting her son with the pot holder.  To Georgie she asked, “Are you named after someone in your family?”

Georgie’s lips lifted to a smile as she sat in a chair at the table.  “A song.  My mother loved the song.”

She glanced at Julian who cast her an amused grin.  

“Don’t say it,” she warned.

He put a cup of coffee down in front of her and then lifted his hands, saying, “I didn’t say anything.”

“Well, I like the name,” Joan said.  “It has a story to it.  Your named after a song.  Something you can one day tell your children.”

Joan put the plate of muffins on the table and then went to the refrigerator and opened the door.  She glanced at Julian and whispered.  “Did you offer her cream for her coffee?”

He shrunk a notch.  “I figured you would.  You always do.”

Joan shook her head and lifted a carton of half-and-half to show Georgie.

“Please,” Georgie said.

Joan dropped the half-and-half in front of her and Georgie put a few drops in her coffee.  She was glad to have something to do rather than look at the curious glances Joan gave Julian.  Who knows what he’d told his family about her being there?  He said they were a couple.  Did they think they were serious?  Having sex?  

She groaned quietly as she picked up her coffee and took a sip.

“Is it too bitter?” Joan asked.

Georgie held the mug in her hands and glanced over at Julian and Joan.  They’d heard her groan.

“No, it’s wonderful.   I…”  What could she say?  “I’m not sure how fancy the wedding is going to be and I was…I was just thinking that I might not have brought a dress that is appropriate for the occasion.”

“Oh, don’t be ridiculous,” Joan said.  “You’re a very pretty girl.  I’m sure whatever you brought to wear will be beautiful.”

Joan lifted her head at the sound of the front door opening.

“We’re in the kitchen!” she called out.

Feet pounding on the floor grew louder until a young boy appeared in the hallway.

“Walk!” a female voice called out.

“I’m here!” the boy said, launching into Joan’s open arms.

“Give your old gramma a big hug, Liam.”

Joan kissed him on the head and rocked him as she hugged him tight.  Georgie couldn’t help but smile at the affection between the two of them.  She’d been so interested in this bond between grandmother and grandson that she hadn’t noticed the woman standing in the doorway.  Her dark blond hair was pulled back neatly and secured in a barrette.  Her herringbone wool coat was unbuttoned, revealing a silky white blouse and a black skirt.

“Ah, when did you get the new coat?  I like it,” Joan said.

The woman’s smile was wide.  “Strick got it for me.”  

“Strick?  Is that the new man?” Julian asked, grabbing a muffin from the plate and peeling the foil wrapper away and then taking a bite.

“Yes.  You’ll meet him later tonight when I get back from the office.  He’s coming to dinner.”  She turned to Georgie.  “I’m Grace, my inconsiderate brother’s older sister.”

“Inconsiderate?”  Julian hooked his sister with the arm that didn’t have the half eaten muffin.  “You haven’t seen me in nine months and that’s what I get from you?”

She kissed him on the cheek.  “You made me introduce myself to your girlfriend.”

Julian glanced at Georgie and winked.  “Because I know you can’t help yourself.  You beat me to it.”

Grace made a face and glanced at Georgie.  “You really want to put up with this guy?”

Georgie shrugged and said,  “He didn’t exactly give me a choice.”

Grace’s eyes widened.  “Oh, no.  Don’t let him get away with that.”

“It’s not even sixty seconds and you’re already at each other.  Save it for later,” Joan said.

“I need to get to work anyway,” Grace said.  She hugged Liam and the kissed him on the cheek.  “I’ll see you tonight.  Listen to Grandma.  Don’t listen to anything Uncle Julian says,” she whispered loudly.

“Hey!” Julian said.

“Don’t worry, Uncle Julian.  Mom says that about all the uncles.”

Georgie chuckled as another stab of envy pierced her heart.  This house and the people in it were so unlike what she’d known growing up.  And she hadn’t even met the entire McKinnon family yet.  Suddenly the simple dinner that was planned for tonight seemed terrifying.  She was going to stick out like a sore thumb.

“I’ll stop by Aunt Kate’s on the way home from the office and pick up some pastries from the diner,” Grace said.

“Don’t bother,” Joan said. “Kate and Don are coming and I think Wade and Skylar.  Ethan has a shift at the police station, but he might stop by with Maddie at some point.  Sam and Summer are still in Colorado but they're coming back in a few days so they won’t be here tonight yet.”

“What about Logan and Poppy?” Julian asked.

“I’m not sure.  The baby had a cold and Poppy doesn’t want her to be sick for the wedding.”

Georgie listened to them rattle on about family members that would be at dinner tonight wondering how she was going to be able to keep them all straight.

Julian leaned towards her.  “Don’t worry, they won’t eat you alive.”

The warmth of his body enveloped her even though they weren’t touching.  He’d showered already and the scent of soap tickled her nose and filled her head.

“Are you sure about that?” she whispered.

As he flashed her a quick grin, that fight or flight feeling she’d had so many times during her life filled her.  How the hell was she going to keep up this charade with Julian for a whole week?  

 

* * *

 

It was always good to catch up with his family.  Sitting down around the dining room table and sharing stories of their childhood was something Julian had missed these last nine months since he’d been home.  Some of his cousins had decided to come for dinner after hearing Julian had finally come home.  His cousin Wade, who had been missing for five years and presumed dead, knew how important a McKinnon homecoming was to the family.  He made sure to come by with his new wife, Skylar, and their six-year-old son, Alex.  

Julian had known Skylar for years because she worked with his aunt Kate at the diner in the center of Rudolph.  She’d been a fixture at many McKinnon family outings long before any of them knew that she and Wade had been lovers in Samoa before Wade disappeared.  To see the two of them now, you’d never know they’d ever been apart.  Skylar sat at the table talking to Grace about how her morning sickness had finally passed but she was already uncomfortable sleeping.  

Grace and Skylar traded pregnancy stories.  His older brother Ian and cousin Wade traded military stories.  Julian glanced at Georgie, who was sitting at the table taking it all in.

His cell phone vibrated in his pocket.  Pulling the cell phone out, he glanced at the caller ID.  He let the phone ring as he made his way through the kitchen, to the mudroom where he hoped he wouldn’t be disturbed.

By the time he’d gotten there, the call had ended, so Julian called Kelly back.  Kelly answered on the first ring.

“You made it to South Dakota,” he said.

“Yeah, thank you for giving me leeway on this.”

“You can thank Georgie.  If she’d put up a fuss, we would have had to make other arrangements.  Is she fitting in okay with your family?”

“Like she belongs.”  The words had been automatic, but it was something that had been on Julian’s mind for the past twenty-four hours.  

“Really?  Well, that’s a plus.  Nothing has come through on her phone.”

“As far as I know she hasn’t had any contact with her cousin or Sanchez.”

Kelly’s sigh was heavy and distorted the line.  “We have a situation.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning things are more complicated than we’d originally thought.”

“How so?”

“My oldest son, Dylan, has discovered that Cash was married.  There are ties to Colombia with this woman’s family.  It may be the reason he went to Colombia in the first place.  We’re still gathering information about the woman.”

“Well, that’s good news, isn’t it?  If Dylan can find out why Cash went to Colombia without the DEA’s knowledge, we might get closer to finding him.”

“That’s what I’m hoping.  We need to know if she heard Eduardo talk about a man named Manuel Turgis.  We have people looking into his connections to Eduardo Sanchez, but we don’t want to raise any red flags in the organization down there.  If they knew we were doing an investigation it could put my son’s life at further risk.”

“Understood.  Georgie did tell me she heard Eduardo talk about sending Cash to a private facility.  He wanted Cash alive to find out what he knew and who else knew.”

“She didn’t hear a location?”

“No.  Eduardo called him The American.”

“Well, as hard as it is, it’s good to hear they want him alive.  Hopefully they’ll keep him alive until we find him.  One final thing.  Has she mentioned the Aztec Corporation?”

“Not that I recall.”

“Okay.  Keep me informed if anything changes.  Enjoy your time with your family.”

“Thank you, sir.”

 Julian hung up the phone and replayed the conversations he’d had with Georgie in his mind.  When everyone turned in later, he’d sit down at the computer and see if he could find out anything about the Aztec Corporation.  If Georgie knew a little bit about it, perhaps it would jog her memory.  The day she’d been at Eduardo Sanchez’s compound had clearly been traumatic for her.  

Wade appeared at the mudroom doorway behind him.  Julian’s back was turned, but he knew his cousin had been standing there for a while.

“So,” Wade said.

Julian glanced at his cousin.  Wade was the oldest of the McKinnon clan and he’d been through a lot more than Julian could even fathom.  He had the same dark hair and deep blue eyes that most all the McKinnons had.  But there had always been something wise about Wade.  Aunt Kate had said that even as a baby Wade was an old soul.  Growing up, Julian never understood what that meant, but now that they were both adults, he had a bit more of an understanding of it.  

It was always good seeing Wade, especially now.  Julian had always looked up to his cousin for his sense of adventure and courage.  

“So, I heard you skipped all this fanfare and just married Skylar the first chance you got,” Julian said.

Wade chuckled low.  “It didn’t exactly win points with my mother.  But since Sky and I are about to have our second child, I figured it was probably best to marry her quick before we had to deal with planning for another McKinnon wedding. That can be an endless prospect.”

“You don’t like weddings?”

He made a face.  “I like them just fine.  I like even more that I get to see my family, especially since I have so much time to make up for.”

“True enough.”

“They’re all a little worried about you, Julian.  But I don’t have to be the one to voice it to you.”

“No.”

“You’re not going to tell me who Georgie really is, are you?”

He was silent a moment.  “She’s my date for the wedding.”

Wade nodded.

“I can be of help.  That is, if you need it,” Wade said.  

“What makes you think I need help?”

“Let’s just say I can see things that others in the family might miss.  Being a special agent for so long, learning how to hide things, makes those things clearer to me than they are to most people.”

Julian nodded.

“I won’t bring it up again unless you want to talk,” Wade said.

“I appreciate that.”  Before Wade could leave the doorway, Julian stopped him.  “I can count on you not to mention this to anyone, right?”

Wade turned and smiled.  “Mention what?  You haven’t told me anything.”

 


Chapter Six

 

 

It was after eleven when the last of the family had left.  His father had long since gone to bed.  He’d insisted Georgie turn in as well after it was clear to him that his family had worn her out and she looked as if she were about to fall over.  Wanting to use the computer without suspicion from anyone, Julian helped his mother finish cleaning so she could turn in as well. 

He walked into the kitchen carrying the last of the dishes that had been on the coffee table in the living room.  His mother had her back to him as she scraped leftover food into dishes and covered them with plastic wrap.  She glanced at him when she heard his footsteps.

“I’m always afraid there isn’t going to be enough food and then there is always too much.  I wish Kate and Grace had brought more home with them.” 

“Look at the bright side.  We have enough leftovers that you won’t have to cook for a few days so you can just concentrate on the wedding.”

His mother laughed.  “Your father hates leftovers.”

“I love them.  These are empty.”  He lifted the dishes in his hands to show her and then placed them on the counter by the sink.  Then he opened the dishwasher and started adding dishes.

His mother paused in her task of putting the leftover pasta and sauce in a bowl for just a second to watch him.  Then she finished her task and put the covered bowl in the refrigerator. 

Wiping her hands with a dishtowel, she asked, “Where’s Georgie?” 

“She went to bed.”

“Already?”

He smiled.  “This family is enough to tire me out at times.  She’s not used to us.”

“Fair enough.”

He glanced at his mother and frowned.  “What does that mean?”

She shrugged.  “I would have thought you’d want to spend a little time alone together before you both turned in.”

“We were together all day, Mom.  How much more do you want?”

She cocked her head to one side.  “I’m not a prude, Julian.  And you’re not a young teenager.  You travel all over the country without your old mother to take care of you and I don’t expect you live like a monk.  I can appreciate you both wanting separate bedrooms while you’re staying in your parents’ home.  In fact, I think the fact that Georgie is a little old fashioned that way is sort of sweet.”  She sighed and then shook her head.  “How long have you known each other?”

“About a month.”  In truth, Julian had been following Georgie for several months since she’d contacted the FBI and then bolted.  But his mother didn’t need to know that.

“Really?  Just a month?”

“You don’t sound convinced. Georgie is very important to me.”

“I don’t doubt that.”

“Then what’s this all about?”

“From the moment Ian met Abby, I knew she was the one for him.  I knew it before he did.  A mother knows.  It’s a look.  The way Ian followed Abby’s every move.  Sometimes I see that in you.  Your eyes are always on Georgie.  But the two of you don’t exactly look like a couple in love.”

“Not everyone has what Ian and Abby have.”

“You’re right.  You can’t compare.  And that’s not fair of me.”  

Having finished loading his stack of dishes, he grabbed a dish from the sink and put it in the dishwasher, needing something to do to avoid his mother’s probing gaze.

“What’s really going on, Julian?” 

Julian glanced at his mother, stopping short of putting the last dish in the dishwasher when he saw the expression on her face.

“I’m helping with the dishes.”

“Am I dying?”

His eyes widened.  “Good God, I hope not.  Why would you ask that?”

“When was the last time you helped me in the kitchen?”

He dropped the dish in the rack and then closed the dishwasher door.  Grabbing the dishtowel on the counter, he wiped his hands.

“Jeez, I haven’t been home in nine months.  I can’t help you?”

His mother sighed.  “You may be the youngest, but that doesn’t mean I don’t know you like the others just because you’ve been on this earth less time.  You’re not fooling me, Julian McKinnon.”

“What did Georgie tell you?”

She shook her head.  “Nothing with words.  It’s just a feeling.”

“You’re tired,” Julian said, hoping the old standby worked.

“Exhausted is more like it.  There’s been a lot this family has had to go through these last few years.  A lot of things have changed.  For all of us.  Including you.”

“I’m fine, Mom.”

“You say that.  But a mother’s knows.  You look at each other, you and Georgie.  There’s obviously an attraction.  I can see that.  But—”

“You’re reading too much into this, Mom.  Georgie is just tired.  We had a long drive up from Texas.  She got up early and then had to deal with the energy of our entire family.  I’m surprised she didn’t collapse hours ago.”

His mother nodded.  “You’re right.  Maybe I am reading too much into this.  I’m sorry.”  She looked at the dishes in the sink.  “Are you sure I’m not dying?”

He laughed.  “You know, I have managed to clean a few dishes on my own.”

She chuckled.  “Good.  I didn’t just raise a boy.  I raised a future husband.”

“Sounds like something Grace would say.”

Her eyebrows stretched on her forehead.  “Where do you think she gets it from?”

 

* * *

 

The plan was for everyone to go down to the Wounded Veterans Center to get the hall ready for the wedding that was to take place in a few days.  Ian and Julian’s cousin Ethan had built the center after both had served in the military and Ian had returned home.  

Julian had made an excuse for Georgie to stay behind, which filled her with relief.  She liked the family, but being around them left her unsettled.  And she still had several days to get through, and then a wedding, before they’d be able to leave South Dakota.

Staying in her room and leafing through an old magazine she’d found on the nightstand until the family piled into cars and left was being a coward.  But it was easier than looking at Joan’s questioning eyes and lying to her.  There’d been enough lies during this trip.  At one point during breakfast, Georgie had the strong urge to stand up from the breakfast table and tell everyone the truth.  That by being with them she might be putting them all in mortal danger.  That Eduardo Sanchez, a notorious drug trafficker was determined to find her to use for his own purposes.  

But Joan and John McKinnon assumed that Georgie and Julian were a couple and that was the reason she’d come home with him to South Dakota and been welcomed in their home.  And they had welcomed her.  So much so that the guilt she felt over lying to them was beginning to eat at her.

The image of Julian’s deep blue eyes and strong handsome features flashed in her mind.  On the drive from Galveston to Rudolph, she had a lot of time to look at his profile as he drove.  He didn’t know she was looking at him.  Of course, she turned away or pretended to be looking at something in the scenery every time he’d caught her.  And he’d bought it.  At least, she hoped he had.

But her interest in Julian McKinnon started long before their journey to his hometown.  From that first moment she’d met him, a meeting she’d initially thought was random until she’d learned that he was part of the FBI, she’d been struck by his commanding presence.  He was a man who was hard for any woman to ignore.  She’d been drawn to him.  And then she’d feared him and what being with him could mean.  Now she feared him for a different reason.  She was having a hard time just thinking of Julian as a partner in her escape.  She saw the man and she was fiercely drawn to him.

For a brief moment before breakfast yesterday, she’d wanted him to kiss her.  She’d wanted him as much as she’d wanted her next breath.  Who knows what would have happened if Joan hadn’t interrupted them out there in the snow.  When he looked into her eyes, she trembled and it made it hard to separate the man from the protector.

The knock on the door pulled her out of her musing.  She dropped the magazine back on the nightstand and sat up on the bed.  “Come in.”

The door opened slowly and Julian appeared in the doorway.  “The coast is clear.”

She put a hand to her cheek and sighed.  “Did it really look that bad?”

“What?”

“My hiding in the room.”

“My family can be overwhelming.  I just told my parents you were resting.”

“I feel guilty.”

“Why?  I roped you into coming here.  You didn’t want to.”

“True.  But you didn’t have to twist my arm that hard.”

He came into the room and sat on the bed.  “That’s true.  And I’ve been wondering why that is?”

“What do you mean?”

He sighed.  “I get the feeling that you’re holding back on me, Georgie.  You came to the FBI for help.  I want to give it to you.  But I have a feeling you know more than you’re telling me.”

“You want me to sell out my cousin.”

He shook his head.  “There’s no other way to get information about Cash Montgomery’s whereabouts.  From what you told us, Eduardo is keeping him in a secret prison.  We don’t know where that is.  Working as a maid in Eduardo’s house gives Angela access to information, meetings, conversations that we wouldn’t be able to get otherwise.”

“You’re using me, too,” she said softly.

“Yes,” he said quietly.  “That can’t be helped.  But I promise you that you will not be in danger.  And when this is all over, we’ll make sure that you and your cousin will be safe here in America.  Eduardo won’t be able to touch either of you here.”

“Only if I cut off ties with everyone I know in Colombia.”

“Yes.”

“Does that mean Angela, too?  Even if she’s here in America?”

“I don’t know.”

She liked that Julian didn’t sugarcoat anything.  She’d heard lie after lie in her life.  It was refreshing to know where she stood even if she didn’t like what Julian said.

“Can I ask you a direct question?”

“Sure.”

“In the brief time you were at the compound, did you hear anyone mention a man named Manuel Turgis?”

She thought back to that day she’d walked in on Eduardo Sanchez.  

“No.”

“What about the man in the military uniform?  Would you recognize him if you saw him?”

She shrugged.  “Maybe.”

“What about the Aztec Corporation.”

“The Aztec Corporation is a company in Colombia.  I don’t know anything about it though.”

“It’s tied to Eduardo Sanchez.”

“I’m sorry.  I don’t know anything more.”

He nodded.  “Get some warm clothes on,” Julian said as he lifted from the bed.

His abrupt request caught her off guard.  “What?”  

“Make sure you wear a hat, too.  It’s cold outside.”

“But I don’t want to be outside in the cold.”

He cocked his head to one side and said, “Live a little.”

He headed to the door and she called out.  “People die in the cold, you know!”

His chuckle got softer as he made his way down the hallway.

Getting up from the bed, Georgie headed to the window, pushed the curtain aside and then blinked as the bright light hitting the white snow blinded her momentarily.  She heard the slap of the wooden screen door downstairs and then saw Julian walking toward the detached garage, pulling his gloves on his hands as he walked.

“What on earth does he have in mind?” she whispered.

Ten minutes later Georgie walked along the freshly shoveled path to the garage.  She peeked around the corner to look inside, but Julian wasn’t there.  Confused, she made her way around the garage to the back yard until she found him.  He held a  toboggan upright.  It was taller than he was and she could tell by the color and faded paint that it was old. 

“What do you have there?”

Julian lifted his head to look at her for a second and flashed her a wide smile revealing straight white teeth and a dimple on both cheeks.  She hadn’t noticed that before, and now that she had, she wondered how she could have possibly missed it.  He’d been serious for most of their time together.  That had to be it.  

They talked about the case he was working on.  Finding information about Cash.  Sidestepping questions from Eduardo whose attention has increased over the last few weeks.  Waiting for a phone call from Angela was the worst.  And every time Julian asked her if she’d heard anything, she hated disappointing him.  Fielding questions from his family about her reason for being here couldn’t be easy.  He probably wanted to get this over with as much as she did.  

But right now, Julian’s expression told her he didn’t have a care in the world.

“We’ve clocked a lot of hours on this toboggan,” he said.  “Me and my siblings and cousins.  Everyone used to come over to our house on snow days when we were kids because we have a great hill in the back”  He pointed to the forest line.  “Just beyond those trees.”

“Really?”

“I’m guessing that since you never really experienced a good snowfall before this trip that you’ve never gone sledding.”

She shook her head.  “The closest I got to sledding was sliding down a muddy slope on the top of a plastic garbage lid after a heavy rain.”

“Not the same thing.  You can’t get enough speed.”

“I don’t know about that.  Angela and I used to have a good time.”

He pulled a spray can out of his jacket pocket and said, “Hold the toboggan for me.  I need to spray this on.”

“What is that stuff?”

“Cooking spray.”

She glanced around the side of the toboggan and laughed.  “Cooking spray?”

“Yeah.  It’s the best thing to coat the bottom of the toboggan to give it speed.”

“If you say so.”

“Trust me, I’ve done this many times before.  Works like a charm.”

“I’m sure it does.  What does this have to do with me?”

His mouth dropped open.  “Oh, where is your sense of adventure?”

“You mean more than the one I’m living?”

His expression changed.  “Right now we’re not in Colombia.  We’re in snowy and cold South Dakota.  The sun is shining and I have a toboggan that is almost ready to hit the fresh snow out back.  Are you game?”

 


Chapter Seven 

 

 

Georgie gave Julian an idle shrug as if she didn’t care.  But in truth, she really wanted to try it if only to be in Julian’s company.  She really liked being with him.  She almost wished she didn’t.  It would make things easier to keep the situation she’d put herself in into perspective.  

And she enjoyed being with his family.  She hadn’t expected that at all.  Georgie wasn’t sure what she’d expected when she’d agreed to come to South Dakota with him.  She hadn’t expected his parents to be so welcoming and his brothers to be as easy going as Julian.  Even Grace, who Julian had warned Georgie would be a tough sell, had managed to be warm and welcoming.  Of course, seeing the way she looked at Jace Strickland and the way he looked at her might have something to do with it.

Julian tucked the toboggan under his arm and walked toward the back of the yard to the tree line.  Georgie followed on his heels, dragging her boots in the snow as she walked.

“The path is a little overgrown now.  It used to be cleared from all the traffic back and forth from the yard to the hill.  But now that we’re all grown up, I think only Liam has come back here to sled.  And he doesn’t do it that much.”

“Your mom doesn’t work.”

He laughed.  “Don’t tell her that.”

“No, I mean…it’s just…”

“It’s okay.  Many a men in this family have tripped over their tongues over the same thing.  Dad and Uncle Don run the family’s oil company.  Aunt Kate has run the diner in town my whole life.  My mom stayed home with us, and many times with my cousins when we were growing up.  She liked it that way.  She gets Liam on snow days and the days he has off from school and now Ian and Abby’s three kids.  She’s in her glory.”

“My mom had to work my whole life.  I don’t think I ever remember a time when she wasn’t working.  She used to take me with her sometimes when I wasn’t in school.”

“I’m sure that was hard for both of you.”

The sympathetic tone of his voice hit her like a knife to her chest.  He’d had a perfect childhood, so unlike her life.  And she didn’t want the sad memories of her life to interfere with the sun shining and the excitement of playing in the snow with a handsome man.  Even if she were here for all the wrong reasons.

“So how is this done?” she asked.

He smiled again.  “Now you’re talking.”

Julian dropped the toboggan on the fresh snow and bent down and grabbed the rope in the front to drag the toboggan behind him as he walked down the narrow path.  They walked a few yards until the wooded area opened up at the top of an open field with gentle slope that lead down to a flat area.  

“Do you want to watch me go down first or do you want to try it yourself first?” he asked.

She locked onto his gaze and gave him his answer with a smile.  Grabbing the robe from his hand, she climbed onto the front of the toboggan and carefully sat down in the front being sure to dig the heels of her boots into the snow to keep the sled from taking off before she was ready.  

“What are you waiting for?” she said, shielding her eyes from the bright sun with her fingers as she looked up at him.  “Aren’t you coming?”

“You sure?”

“Of course.  This thing is built for two, isn’t it?”

Julian shrugged as he lowered himself to the back of the sled. “Actually, I think the record was five of us.  But I don’t recommend that.  It didn’t end up too well.”

“No?”

“There was definitely an emergency room visit that day.  And stitches.”

“Oh, no!”

“But I was young and inexperienced then.  You’re in good hands.”

She chuckled.  “Okay, tell me when you’re ready.”

Julian tucked his boots into the well at the front of the toboggan and then wrapped his arms around Georgie, pulling her closer.  

“You’re too far forward.  We need to sit in the middle of the toboggan or we might flip when we hit a drift.”

Slipping her feet into the toboggan well next to Julian’s, she pushed with her feet until her back was flat against his chest.

“Ready?” she asked.

Despite no longer having her feet dug into the snow, the toboggan didn’t move.  

She stated the obvious.  “We’re not moving.”

“We’re too heavy.”

“Ha!  Speak for yourself.”

He laughed.  “I didn’t mean you.  Both of us on the toboggan is pushing us deeper into the snow.  We need to rock back and forth until the toboggan moves and we get to the edge of the hill.”

Georgie did as she was told.  Excitement skittered through her whole body and mixed with fear as the toboggan inched closer to the slope and she was able to peer down the length of the hill. 

As they began to move and then pick up a little speed, Georgie let out a squeal of delight.

“No closing your eyes,” Julian called out.  “That’s cheating.”

The toboggan moved faster and bounced over the drifts of snow the wind had formed overnight.  As they hit each drift, the toboggan bounced up and Julian held onto her tighter.

The cold wind whipped against her cheeks, which were moist from the flying snow.  They both laughed hard as the toboggan bounced and sped faster down the slope.  As they moved at lightning speed,  Georgie was vaguely aware that the slope was leveling out.  The flat area in front of the creek  seemed shorter than it did when she was looking at it from the top of the hill.  

“Julian, we’re going too fast.”

As if he’d heard the concern in her voice, he said, “On the count of three, dig your heels into the snow and lean back.  One, two…”

“What?”

“Three!  Dig your heels into the snow!”

Julian grabbed her by shoulders and pulled her back.  Suddenly she was looking up at the sky instead of the creek ahead.  Snow started flying all around them.  She was stuck in his grip, unable to move her body or her feet and as much as she tried to look ahead of her, she couldn’t see much beyond the flying snow.

“Julian, we’re going to go into the creek!”

The sled slowed down, but when Georgie looked down past the front of the toboggan, she wasn’t convinced it was going to stop in time.  She twisted her body and pulled herself free from Julian’s grip.

“What are you doing?”

“Saving myself from getting wet!”

She twisted again and rolled over until her body connected with the snow.  The force of hitting the snow was easy.  But at the speed they were going, her body continued to tumble until she feared her move to save herself from plunging into the freezing water would actually result in her getting wet!

“Georgie, spread your arms out!”

She barely heard Julian’s command, but when it registered, she did as she was told and to her surprise, her arms broke her motion.  Heart pounding and out of breath, she slowly sat up and peered at the creek in front of her.  She was just a few yards away.  Julian abandoned the toboggan and ran to her, dropping to her side.  The panicked look on his face told her he was just as frightened as she was that she’d end up in the creek.

He pulled off his glove and wiped the snow from her face and hair.  His hand was warm and she relished the feel of his rougher skin against her soft flesh. Despite herself, she leaned into Julian’s touch and glanced up into his blue eyes.  They were dark and full of heat that she had known was there deep down, but rarely saw.

“Are you okay?” he asked, keeping his eyes on hers.

“I think so.”

His lips spread into a wide smile.  “Why did you jump off the toboggan?”

“I was afraid we were going to go into the creek.”

“I wouldn’t have let that happen.”

“Now I feel silly.”

“Don’t.  I’m just glad you didn’t hurt yourself.  Want to go for another run?”

Her mouth dropped open.  “Again?”

“Yeah.  Why not?”

She peered up the length of the slope they’d just sped down.  “Beat you to the top!”

She bolted from the ground and trudged up the hill through the snow, laughing the entire way.  She heard Julian laboring up the hill behind her with the toboggan being a handicap to his efforts.  He lagged far enough behind that she was able to get herself ready for when he reached the top.

Just as Julian reached the top of the hill, he dropped the toboggan to the ground and she tossed a readied snowball she had in her hand as hard as she could.  It hit him square in the chest and then disintegrated.

“What?”

“You said the best snowball fights are unexpected,” she said, bending down to collect more snow.

Julian wasted no time at all gathering snowball after snowball and hurling them at her.  He clearly had experience that handicapped her.  After a few minutes of being completely pummeled by snowballs, Georgie collapsed in the snow laughing.  He dropped on his knees to the ground with her.

“Giving up?” he said.  His breathing was labored from running around.

“Yes. You win.”

“Lightweight,” he said under his breath with a chuckle.  He collapsed in the snow on his back next to her and looked up at the sky.

“This was fun,” she said, peering up at the blue sky.  She stretched out her arms and legs and made a snow angel.  “I’ve always wanted to do this.”

“Yeah?  You don’t need to make a snow angel.”

“No?  Why is that?”

He lifted up on his elbow and looked at her for a long moment.  “Nah, never mind.”

“No, tell me.  What were you going to say?”

“It’s lame.  I don’t want to.”

“Let me be the judge of that.”

He paused another second.  “You don’t need to make an angel because you are one.”

She stopped what she was doing and looked at him.  His expression showed he was serious.  

“You’re right.  It’s lame.”

Julian closed his eyes and made a face as if he were embarrassed.

“But I like it anyway,” she added.

He opened his eyes again.  “Yeah?”

She nodded.  “It’s sweet.”

He leaned forward so his face was just above hers.  “Yeah?”

“Yes.”

Bending his head, he brushed his lips against hers.  She reached up and pushed his hat off his head and dug her fingers into his hair.  He wasn’t demanding.  He didn’t take more than the simple kiss.  And when he pulled back, it left her wanting more.

It was only when she looked at his face that she realized their kiss did not have the same effect on him as it had on her.

“I shouldn’t have done that.”

“Why not?  I liked it.”

“I’ve wanted to kiss you for a long time, Georgie.  More than kiss you, in fact.”

Her whole body stirred.  She was lying in a pile of snow and yet she was on fire.  “Is that right?”

“The lines are getting pretty blurry for me.  In fact, I’m getting to the point where I’m having a hard time seeing them at all.”

She lifted herself up off the ground so that she was sitting next to him.

“You’re afraid you’re taking advantage of me.”

“Aren’t I?  No matter what I feel, I still…”  He grunted in frustration and grabbed his hat, shoving it back on his head.

“What?”

“I really like having you here.  I’ve always loved coming home to be with my family and I thought it might be awkward.  But I like having you here and being with you.”

“Is that a bad thing?”

“It is if I lose focus.”

Reality came crashing down like it always did.  “Cash Montgomery.”

“I’m afraid that between the distraction of this family celebration and being with a beautiful woman like you, I’m going to forget that a man’s life is at stake.”

“And my cousin’s life.  I don’t want to forget that.”

“No.”

She looked at Julian’s face and saw the same disappointment she felt inside.  She wanted to continue to feel this happiness she’d been feeling when she was with Julian.  But not at Angela’s expense.

“Where do we go from here?”

“What do you mean?”

“If Angela calls and we find where Cash Montgomery is being held, what happens.”

“You’ll probably go into witness protection.  The FBI will set you up with a new name and  a place to live.  You’d get a fresh start.”

“Is that the only way?”

“No.  You can choose not to go into witness protection.  But there will always be a chance that Eduardo will be able to find you.  Even here in the United States.  Until he loses interest in you.”

“Or kills me.”

“We’re trying to avoid that.”

“And you?”

“What about me?”

“You’ll move on to another case.  Another pretty face.”

He brushed his knuckles across her cold cheek.  “None will ever be as beautiful as you.” 

She sighed, feeling a stab of pain in her chest.  She knew he was right.  The safest course for her would be witness protection.  Start a new identity somewhere else.

“I should have never brought you here,” he whispered.

“Because it puts your family in danger?”

He shook his head.  “Because when you get your new identity, you’ll have to cut ties with everyone you once knew in order to start over.  That means me and my family.”

Suddenly, the realization of what Julian was saying became clear.  There was no future for them together no matter how much they were attracted to each other.  No matter how much she wanted to be with Julian.  The only time they had was the time they could steal while they were here in South Dakota.  Hopefully, in a week or two, Angela would be free to leave Colombia and the FBI would be able to find Cash Montgomery.

This happy homecoming would be over.

 


Chapter Eight

 

 

It had been a long time since Georgie had been woken up by laughter.  In fact, she couldn’t remember the last time.  She’d been in college for sure.  She’d lived in the dorms for four years.   Despite the fact that so many of her classmates were stretching their legs and being rebellious in addition to earning a degree, Georgie had remained studious.  She knew her education would be her ticket for her mother and her to get out of Colombia.  Her college years were the most normal years of her life.  In fact, it was the one thing she’d always written home to her mother about.

But normal wasn’t something that came without a price.  That became evident yesterday when she was out on the hill with Julian.  

There was no future for them.  It shouldn’t matter to Georgie.  She’d only known Julian for a short time.  She was with him because he’d been assigned to her case.  To help her and to help find a man who Eduardo Sanchez was probably torturing at this moment.  She had no right to feel bad about her future when she was safe here in South Dakota.  

And she was safe.  She felt it every time she looked at Julian.  But soon she’d be out on her own.

On the road, Julian lived like she did.  Alone and without family.  And if his work with the FBI continued, he’d be leaving here to head out to who knows where after Angela was able to leave Colombia and they’d found Kelly’s son Cash.  The thought of it left her cold.

Her cell phone was charging on the night stand and when it began to vibrate, it moved across the wooden surface.  Georgie rolled over and grabbed the phone before he fell off the side and crashed to the floor.

She glanced down at the phone, read the caller ID, and frowned.  “Hello?”

“I think he knows, Georgie.”

“Angela?”

“I’m at a market on a pay phone.  I don’t have much money left on the calling card.  But I’m scared.  He saw me looking at the baby.”

“Baby.  What baby?”

“Eduardo came home with a baby for his wife.”

“They adopted a baby?”

“Come on, Georgie.  You know he doesn’t have to go through legal channels for anything.  I heard his wife talking to the nanny.  She’s claiming the baby is hers.  She doesn’t want anyone to know the truth.  They stole that baby, Georgie.”

“I wouldn’t put it past him to do anything.”

“I…he saw me looking at the baby.”

“You’re working in the house.  Cleaning.  Why wouldn’t you be looking at a new baby?”

“This whole thing has me so afraid.  The baby.  She’s…”

“What?”

“She’s very fair skinned.  Her hair is fair.”

“She’s a baby.  Babies change almost daily.”

“I heard Eduardo talking to Ava.  The baby is American.”

“American?”

“He said The American can’t know.  He’ll never know.  And that Ava shouldn’t worry about The American interfering any more.  As if Cash Montgomery had something to do with the baby.  I think I heard them say…”

“What?  What did they say?”

Angela paused a second.  Georgie could hear the sound of traffic through the phone.  She was probably down at the marketplace.

“Angela?”

“I think the baby’s father is Cash Montgomery.  I think that’s why Eduardo has been so crazed about the man.”

“Are you sure?”

“I need to go.  I may not be able to risk calling again.  At least not for a while.  Please don’t contact me.”

Someone called Angela’s name from a distance.  The sound of the phone being muffled drowned out what was being said.

“Angela?”

“I have to go.  Tell your friends to hurry.  I don’t want to be here anymore.”  The phone call disconnected.

Georgie’s heart pounded when she glanced down at her cell phone and as if she could bring Angela back.  Georgie had gotten out.  But her cousin was still there.  Still at Eduardo’s compound.  And still in the middle of Eduardo’s rule.  And after today’s phone conversation, it looked as though she could be under new scrutiny now that Eduardo had brought home a child for his wife.

She needed to talk to Julian.  This wasn’t just about her cousin staying for the sake of a baby.  It was about a baby who may have been kidnapped.  And if Angela knew the truth, then she was a target for Eduardo.

With her phone still in her hand, Georgie opened the bedroom door and headed downstairs in search of Julian.  She heard laughter coming up from the kitchen.  Loud male chuckles, Joan’s voice, and more.

Pausing at the bottom of the stairs, she clutched her cell phone and then took three cleansing breaths to steady her nerves.  She didn’t want the McKinnons to see her rattled.  They were too in tune to each other and they would know immediately that something was wrong.  When she was reasonably sure she wouldn’t lose it, she walked into the kitchen, she made her way towards the laughter, hoping Julian would see her quickly.  If he wasn’t in the kitchen, she didn’t know what she would do.

 

* * *

 

Georgie hadn’t had to say a word when she came into the kitchen.  Julian felt his cell phone vibrate in his pocket and saw the look on Georgie’s face and he knew instantly that someone had contacted her.  She walked into the kitchen without looking at anyone else and stopped behind the chair he was sitting in at the table.  Bending down, she wrapped her arms around him and put her mouth to his ear as if she were about to kiss him.  

The move seemed so natural for a couple in love that no one else sitting at the table seemed suspicious.

Georgie whispered in his ear, “We need to talk.”

When he glanced up at his mother, he saw she was smiling.  It was Georgie’s way of getting his attention without rousing suspicion.  But his mother didn’t know that.

“We’ll be back in a minute,” Julian said, getting up from the chair.  “Mom, do you mind pouring two coffees for me and Georgie?”

“Sure, honey.”

Julian took Georgie’s hand and led her into the living room, glancing over his shoulder to make sure no one was paying attention to them.  He wrapped her in his arms as if he were about to kiss her passionately.  But instead of kissing her the way he’d dreamed of doing many times, he whispered in her ear.

“You’ve had contact?”

“Angela.  She said Eduardo has brought home a baby girl.  She thinks the baby is Cash Montgomery’s child.”

It made sense.  Kelly hadn’t known about a wife until a few days ago.  

“It makes sense.  Kelly didn’t know Cash had a wife until just a few days ago.  The wife’s family has had ties to the Aztec Corporation and Manuel Turgis.”  

Julian released Georgie and pulled his cell phone out of his pocket.  He pressed the button for the downloads he’d made from the Internet and showed Georgie a picture of Manuel Turgis.

“Is this the man who was talking with Eduardo when you were there?”

Georgie looked at the picture on the cell phone.  “I think so, but the man I saw was older than this man.”

“It’s an old stock photo.  I think Angela has hit on the reason Cash Montgomery went to Colombia and why Eduardo was so eager to capture him.”

“He kidnapped Cash’s baby girl?”

“Perhaps.  We need to get in touch with Angela.  We need to know for sure if the baby at the compound is really Cash Montgomery’s child.  If she is, then we’ll need to get her back.”

“What about Angela?  She told me not to call her.  She called me from a pay phone using a calling card today.”

“It’s too dangerous.  She’ll have to sit tight for now.  Don’t worry.  It may look like nothing is happening but there is a lot going on behind the scenes.  It’ll all be over soon.”

It should have given him a sense of relief.  But instead, Julian knew it only meant that he was one day closer to having Georgie leave his life for good.

 

* * *

 

There had been no more phone calls that day or the next.  Georgie kept looking at her cell phone as if Angela’s name and picture would magically appear there and she would know for sure her cousin was okay.  Julian had insisted things were moving along behind the scenes.  He couldn’t tell her anything more, so she might as well just relax and enjoy the wedding rehearsal dinner party that his aunt Kate had planned for the family.

The sign on the diner said CLOSED FOR PRIVATE PARTY.  For days, Julian had been telling Georgie about his aunt Kate’s famous diner in the center of Rudolph.  The McKinnons were a fixture in this town and the diner was at the apex of everything that happened here.

The parking lot was already filled with vehicles.  Glancing in the window, Georgie saw familiar faces of McKinnons she’d met the other night.  She didn’t have to hear the laughter to know they were all happy to be here and glad to see each other.

She took a deep breath and sighed.  “Is it only your family?”

“Pretty much.  You’ll meet my cousin Sam and his fiancé Summer.  They’ve been in Colorado for some training.  Sam’s been a Hotshot firefighter for a few years now.  They’ve been talking about setting up training here in South Dakota though so they may be moving here permanently, which I know will thrill my aunt.”

“She likes having her family around her.”

“Of course.”  He got out of the car and slammed the door.  She didn’t wait for him to walk in front of the car and open the passenger door for her like he always did.  Georgie did it herself. 

“She hated it when Wade was gone,” Julian said, walking in front of the car and taking Georgie by the hand.  “Everyone did.  We’d thought we’d lost him.”

“Lost him?  How?”

He steadied Georgie as she walked on a patch of snow and ice as they made their way to the front door.  

“We thought he’d died in a tsunami in Samoa.  He was gone for five years.  It was quite a thing when he’d returned and we found out about him and Skylar.  And Alex.”

“Alex?”

“Their son.  Skylar and Alex had been here in Rudolph all along.”

“Skylar was the woman I met the other night who is pregnant.”

“Right.”

“And the woman with the baby?”

“That’s Poppy.  She’s married to my cousin Logan.  They’ll be here tonight, too.”

She stopped walking and looked down at the length of her jacket which was much too casual for the dress she’d worn.  But she didn’t have a dressier coat to wear.  “Am I dressed okay for this?”

“You look beautiful.  Don’t worry so much.”

“I’m not.”

He slipped his hand over hers and led her to the door of the diner.  “Yes, you are.  But you’re going to have fun.”

“Is that an order?”

He opened the diner door and laughter spilled out into the night.  He smiled and held the door for her.  “Oh, I know better than to do that.  Stay close to me.  It’ll be fine.”

Julian led Georgie by the hand through the diner.  The food was lined upon the counter in chafing dishes.  Kate McKinnon stood behind the counter making sure all the containers were filled with food as family members stood along the length of the counter with plates ready to fill up.  The aroma of home cooking assaulted Georgie’s nose.  The smiling faces and lighthearted chatter filling the room showed how much everyone enjoyed being here and being together.

“You made it,” Logan said.  His smile was wide when he saw his cousin.  He held a sleeping baby in his arms.  Little Emma McKinnon had a small patch of red hair on her head, the same color as her mother’s hair.  Logan was completely content holding the baby while visiting with the family. Every so often, one of the family would pass by and place a hand on the baby’s back or kiss her hand and touch the baby’s cheek.  The gesture seemed so natural for all of them.  So loving.  

Georgie’s heart squeezed as the realization of what she had lacked in her life hit her.  She’d definitely had the love from her mother and her cousin.  But this…  She’d never experienced the kind of open heartedness the entire McKinnon clan had for each other.  And what shocked Georgie more, was how open they were to having her among them.  As if she really belonged there.

There’d be a day of reckoning.  A day when Julian would have to tell them the truth about why she was really there celebrating with their family.  About how her presence could have potentially put them all in danger if Eduardo knew she was there and wanted to hunt her down as he had others.

But that day was not today.  Grace smiled at her and touched her arm as she and Julian walked by.  Two little giggling boys ran past her leg on their way to a booth by the window where Julian’s dad and uncle were seated.  Both of them were engrossed in conversation about something.  Julian’s brother Gray was holding little Jonathan, one of the young twins that Ian and Abby had adopted after their mutual friends’ had passed away.  Abby held the youngest of the siblings they adopted; little Lola who was just eighteen months old.

“Do you want to eat something?” Julian asked.  “There’s plenty of food.”

“I’ll say.  But no, I’ll wait.  I’m still full from the lunch your mom made earlier.”

He led her to a table where his brother Luke was sitting with the love of his life, Tessa.  Tessa’s six-year-old daughter, Haley, was sitting between them in a booth eating a bowl of ice cream.

“Hey, where’d you get that ice cream?” Julian said to Haley as they reached the table.  

Haley held a spoonful of chocolate ice cream in her hand and giggled.  “From Auntie Kate!”

“Auntie Kate has ice cream?”  The animated way he talked to the little girl made her laugh harder.  “Did you eat it all?”

“No, silly!” she said.

“Did Luke eat it all?”

“No!” Haley said with a roll of her eyes.

“Well, that’s a good thing because chocolate is my favorite.”

Julian motioned for Georgie to sit down in the empty booth seat.  “I’m going to get a drink.  Want something?” he asked.

“Sure.  Anything,” Georgie said.

Julian spun around and addressed his family.  “Anyone want a drink while I’m behind the bar?”

“No going behind the bar.  I’ll get you what you want,” Kate said.  She placed a loving hand on the back of a man a few years older than Julian.  Georgie guessed that it was Julian’s cousin Sam since he was the only other McKinnon who wasn’t at the house the other night and Julian had told her he and his girlfriend Summer would be here tonight.

“I’m not going to blow anything up, Ma,” the man said.

“It wouldn’t be the first time if you did.”

The room erupted in laughter.  Luke yelled out, “She’s never going to let you live that down, Sam.”

“It wasn’t me.  Well, it wasn’t just me,” Sam said laughing.  

This jovial banter continued for most of the night.  Georgie laughed along with the tales of mischief and fun from the boys, and protests from Grace, the only McKinnon born female among them until little Emma had been born to Logan and Poppy a few months ago.

It wasn’t until the evening was winding down and everyone was helping to clean up that questions started coming Georgie’s way.

“So you’re the reason that my brother has been AWOL these last months,” Sam said.

“AWOL?”

Grace scraped the bottom of the chafing dish of the leftover food and put it the remaining food in a smaller plastic bowl.  “No one has seen Julian’s face in nearly nine months.”

“I knew it had to be a pretty girl,” Sam chimed in.  “It’s always a pretty girl.”

“Oh, really?” Summer said.  “Is that all I am?”

He hooked Summer around her neck and gave her a quick peck on the cheek.  “It’s not all you are, but I do love your pretty face, sweetheart.  Among other things.”

Summer’s cheeks turned a bright crimson as she glanced at everyone who was within earshot of them.

Georgie glanced at Kate.  “Nice.  Go ahead and embarrass my future daughter-in-law again.  She might just change her mind and decide to go back to Providence.”

Summer shook her head.  “Not a chance, Kate.  Someone has to keep him in line when you’re not around.”

Kate laughed and pointed to her.  “Good girl!  You learn fast.”  Kate glanced at Georgie and said, “I want to hear the story.  How did you and Julian meet?”

Georgie lifted her gaze and searched the room for Julian.  He was standing by the door with Ian, Luke, and Gray.  The conversation they were having was one they were all engaged in.  He was completely oblivious to the scrutiny she was under with his aunt and his sister.

Being on her own, she decided to answer honestly giving enough details to satisfy them without giving herself and Julian away.  “I saw him from across the parking lot and he followed me into the store.  I’d gone in to get a few things and saw him following me around.  When I went back out into the parking lot, I asked him why he was following me.”

“He followed you around the store?” Grace asked.

“He didn’t buy anything?” Kate asked.

Georgie shook her head.  “No.  I had a big paper bag in my arms and when I spun around the bag split right down the middle and everything spilled out onto the ground.  Cars were driving around us as we tried to pick everything up.”

“What did he say to you?” Grace asked.

She thought back to that day.  It seemed so long ago but it was only a few weeks.  “He told me that he'd been searching for me for a long time.”

Grace looked as if she were about to melt.  “My brother said that?”

Georgie nodded.  Of course, they didn’t know the context of Julian’s words.  He had also told her he knew she was running and that she must be tired of doing it alone.  He knew she’d reached out to the FBI for help and then she’d bolted.  But now that he’d found her, he’d work day and night to make sure she was safe.

She’d been the one to melt that day.  Or whimper.  It didn’t really matter what kind of fool she’d made of herself.  For the first time since she’d heard that Angela was afraid to leave Eduardo’s compound for fear of what might happen to her,  since Georgie had finally learned the truth about her mother’s murder,  that she’d felt hope.  Her mistake had been going to the compound blindly, to convince Angela to leave with her, only to meet up with Eduardo Sanchez instead.  Instead of rescuing her cousin, Georgie had put unwanted attention on herself.  She’d escaped Colombia and returned to the United States like a scared dog with her tail between her legs.

“Well, Julian sure does surprise,” Kate said.  “But then, all these boys have been a happy surprise.”

She didn’t know why, but the conversation between Grace and Kate had left a bad taste in Georgie’s mouth for the rest of the evening.  She was happy that Julian’s parents had left the diner early.  With any luck, they’d be asleep by the time she and Julian made it back to the house.

Julian pulled the car into the driveway and killed the engine.  “It’s much colder than it was earlier.  You should button up your jacket.”

He got out of the car and walked over to the passenger side door.  Georgie had seen his father open the car door for his mother.  Julian had done it countless times for her.  That type of chivalry was taught and she was sure John McKinnon had set a good example for his sons.  

However, it wasn’t the type of behavior Georgie was used to.  And while it was flattering to have a man treat her with respect, it still made her uncomfortable.  Everything she and Julian had done since she’d arrived in South Dakota had been for show.  They hadn’t gone out of their way to pretend they were an actual couple.  The closest she’d come to suggesting that was telling Grace and Kate how she and Julian had met.  But after days of being in South Dakota, spending time with Julian’s family and…liking them, Georgie was beginning to feel like a fraud.

A rush of cold air startled her as Julian opened the car door.  He held out his hand to help her out of the car.

She took his hand, but once again, felt uncomfortable.   “You don’t have to do this.”

He frowned.  “Do what?”

“No one is watching us.  There’s no need to pretend with me now.  The only light that is on in the house is the kitchen light.  You don’t have to pretend for your family.”

She didn’t wait for Julian by the car.  Instead, she pulled her jacket tighter against her chest and headed to the house.  When she didn’t hear the car door slam, she turned around.   Julian was still standing by the car.

“Are you coming?”

His look of bewilderment made her pause.  She retraced what she’d just done.  It had been a kneejerk reaction, one she’d had many times in her life when a man had given her unwanted attention.  But Julian wasn’t doing that.  He’d been nothing but a gentleman despite the difficult circumstances they’d found themselves in.

“I’m sorry.”

He shut the car door and walked up the walkway she’d just traveled.  The cold was biting into her exposed cheeks and her fingers, but she waited.

“What happened?”

 


Chapter Nine

 

 

“I’m tired.  I know that’s no excuse for my snapping at you,” Georgie said.

They walked to the porch and climbed the steps to the door in silence.  Julian unlocked the door and pushed it aside, waiting for Georgie to walk inside before he did.  Then he shut off the outside light and locked the door behind him. 

He felt the familiar mix of emotions he always felt when he came home.  He took in the scent that assaulted his nose.  His mother always burned eucalyptus during the day and Julian had come to associate that smell with home.  He’d missed the familiarity of it.

The house was quiet.  His parents had gone to bed.  They usually went to bed early and he’d stayed up and watch television until the wee hours of the morning.  It had been a habit of his since he was in high school.  

They hung their jackets up in the mudroom.  Before Georgie could disappear upstairs, he clutched her arm and kept her from leaving the mudroom where he knew they’d be alone in case someone got up and walked into the kitchen.

“You didn’t answer me,” he said, looking down at her face.  She was tired.  He could see it in her eyes.  But he wasn’t sure if it was mere fatigue or if being with his family had been an emotion drain for her.  All he knew for sure was that he was tired too.  Tired of this game.  Tired of holding his emotions at bay.

“Didn’t I?”  Her voice was quiet, but it still sounded loud with no other sound in the house competing with it.

“Did something happen that I should know about?”

Her gaze drifted lower.

“Did Eduardo call you tonight?”

She glanced up at him quickly.  “No.  I would have told you if he’d called.  Besides, you said my phone was being monitored.”

“It is.  But I thought…”

“What?”

“Are you worried about Angela?”

She nodded.  “I wish she would call.  It’s the only way I know that she’s okay.  Not hearing from her is killing me.  But I know she won’t call unless it’s safe.”

“You’re worried.  That’s natural.”

Georgie sighed.  “Your aunt and sister asked me how we met.  I didn’t know what to tell them.”

“What did you tell them?”

“The truth.”

His mouth dropped open.  

“Not everything.  I just told them how we met at the store.  When you first approached me and how the grocery bag broke.”

He nodded, feeling relief at her answer.  “That’s good.”

“I didn’t know what else to say.  But I feel guilty.  I don’t like lying.  I don’t like all this pretending.  I want it to be over.”

He reached out to her, touching her chin with his fingers lightly to make her look up at him.  He hated seeing her this way.  “It will be soon.  They’re close.”

Georgie was so beautiful it took his breath away.  He’d been fighting the urge to touch her all night.  Just to take her hand, touch her cheek, bend his head and kiss her.  To do so seemed natural.  Everyone already assumed they were a couple.  They’d fooled them all.  That had been the plan.  

But they weren’t a couple.  Not in the true sense.  The regret that had filled Julian out at the car when Georgie had clearly brushed him off for something as simple as opening the car door and helping her slammed that reality home.

He smiled down at her and looked straight into her hazel eyes.  “You didn’t lie.  We did meet that way.  There’s nothing to feel guilty about.”

“But it’s still a lie.  We’re still a lie.”

“Are we?”

Her eyes widened as the realization of what he’d just said registered.  Georgie’s lips were parted and she looked up at him as if she needed him.  Well, hell, he needed her and he’d be damned if he wasn’t going to let her know how much.

With all thoughts of reason gone, Julian bent his head and brushed his mouth against Georgie’s soft, sweet lips.  They were moist and soft and tasted sweet.  He remembered the way they felt.  The tender kiss they’d shared out on the hill was still burned into his brain.  He still felt the ache in his body for wanting her.  And he wanted more of her.  All of her.  As need built inside of him, he found it harder to remember where he was and why he was there.  He forgot all the reason why he should let her go and just do his job.  

Instead, he wrapped his arm around Georgie’s waist and pulled her against his body.  Her full breasts pressed against his chest and made him grow hard.  His body ached as Georgie squirmed beneath his touch.  

She wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled herself closer.  The little murmur he heard bubble up from her throat as he kissed her deeply only surged him on.  He pushed her forward so her back was against the wall and he could feel the full length of her body against his.  She was tiny and soft and wonderful and just touching her electrified him.  

His mouth made a moist trail of kisses along her neck.  He slipped the fabric on her shoulder aside and kissed her collarbone, lingering there and relishing in the feel of this incredible woman in his arms.  

She dug her hands in his hair and pushed him lower.  Knowing what she wanted only fueled the frantic need that threatened to tear him in two.  Julian cupped her breast over the fabric of her dress and he heard her cry out in pleasure.  He wanted more.  As his lips reached the soft skin of her breast, he felt her body stiffen beneath his touch.

Still breathing heavy, Julian lifted his head to look at Georgie’s face.  She had a faraway look in her eyes.  

“Did you hear that?” she asked.

He listened for a few seconds.  There were footsteps upstairs.

“Someone is coming,” she said.

He shook his head.  “My father probably heard the car and was just checking to make sure I turned off the porch light.  It’s a habit of his.”

He cupped Georgie’s cheek and smiled at her.  But the look in her eyes told him the moment was gone.  

“We should go to bed. I mean, turn in for the night,” she said.

He forced a smile through his disappointment.  “I knew what you meant.”

She nodded.

“It’s been a long day,” she said, as if she needed to convince him further.

Julian took a step back.  His body was still on fire and he wasn’t completely steady on his feet.  

“Yeah,” he said.  

She brushed her hair back with both hands and looked directly at him.  “You’re a good man, Julian McKinnon.  You’re too good  a man to get mixed up with a woman like me.  You deserve better.”

Anger surged through him.  “Too good?”

“You’re wonderful,” she said, her bottom lip trembling.  “You’re decent.  You’d never think of hurting me.  You…you make me feel safe.”

His whole body stiffened as he held on to his control.  “What if I told you I wanted to have you right here, right now.  I want to be inside you, Georgie.  I’ve wanted this for weeks.”

He saw the rise and fall of her chest as she looked at him. If she was shocked, she didn’t’ show it.

“If I could have you right now, I would.  If you’d have me.  But I know it wouldn’t be enough.  I’d want more.” He leaned in closer and lowered his voice.  “I want my mouth on you.  I want to taste you.  All of you.  Do you understand?”

She nodded slowly.

“Do you still think I’m too good for you?  A man who is so crazy for you that I’d make love to you in a damned mudroom if that’s all I could have?  I’m just a man, Georgie.  Just like any other man.  You’re the one who deserves better.”

Julian took a wide step back to allow her to leave.  She reached her hand up as if she was going to touch him, but then dropped her arm by her side.  “You’re not like any other man, Julian.”

And then he was alone in the mudroom where just seconds ago he would have given anything to make love to Georgie.  He stayed in the mudroom for a few minutes until he heard the water running upstairs.  He listened to the bedroom door shut and only then did he make his way upstairs to his bedroom.

As tired as he should be, Julian had a feeling he wouldn’t get much sleep.  He wanted Georgie tonight.  And if she’d been willing, he would have made love to her right on the kitchen floor.  It was the first time in his career that he’d been willing to compromise his integrity on the job for a woman.  He hadn’t even given it a second thought.

No, she was the one who deserved better than him. 

 

* * *

 

They hadn’t spoken much at breakfast.  Georgie ignored the glances Joan gave her and Julian as they each ate a plate of scrambled eggs and ham.  The wedding was later in the day.  Everyone was scrambling to get things done and everyone had a job to do except for Georgie.  She was truly the outsider.  But what did she expect?  She wasn’t family.

She’d managed to get through the day and get dressed for the wedding without shedding a tear.  Her time in South Dakota was coming to an end.  In a few days, she and Julian would head back to Texas.  Or maybe not.  Maybe she’d be heading somewhere alone and he would move on to another job without her.  

She was just slipping into her black pumps when her cell phone rang.  Georgie glanced down at her cell phone and cringed.  Eduardo always had lousy timing.  They were leaving for the Center in a few minutes.  If she didn’t answer the call, Eduardo would have questions for her that she didn’t have answers to.  Up until now, he’d only called her a few times.

“Hello?” she said after pressing the answer button on her cell phone.

“Is that it?” he said, clearly annoyed with her.

“I wasn’t expecting your call,” she said.

“Obviously.  You aren’t where you said you’d be.”

How would he know this unless he’d been checking on her.  Had someone gone to her apartment in Texas?  She’d been careful to make sure it looked like she was still there.  But obviously, Eduardo knew.  She bit her bottom lip and looked at the bedroom door.  Julian was in his room putting his tuxedo on.  He was only a few short feet away from her.  She was safe.

“I’m with a friend.”

“Friend?  Who is this…friend?”

She tried to keep her voice light. Up until now, she’d been able to ward off his advances and keep his attention on her to a minimum.  She did it only for Angela.  Until she knew Angela was out of the compound, she wouldn’t risk making Eduardo suspicious. 

“No one you know.  Besides, doesn’t a woman have a right to have a few friends?”

Silence.  

“I promised your mother I would take care of you,” he said.  “You should have never left Colombia like that.  I have been worried.”

Her heart pounded as she fought for control.  “I’m fine.”

She could almost feel his outrage through the phone line.

“I’m…out of town.  An old friend is getting married.  I’ve been looking forward to this for a long time.”

“Really?  Why didn’t you ask me if I wanted to attend with you as your guest?”

He seemed completely clueless that being with him was the last thing she’d ever want to do.  Forcing a smile on her face and hoping it showed in her voice, she said, “It’s very cold here.  Not like the balmy weather in Colombia.  You would hate it.”

“Where are you?”

He was grilling her just as Angela warned he would do.  He wanted information that she wasn’t about to give him. It wasn’t safe.

“My friend Abby is from Vermont.  Great skiing.”

“Skiing in Vermont?”

“Yes.”

Silence.

“Save me a piece of wedding cake and we’ll share it when you get back to Colombia.”

Julian caught her staring at him from across the room and was now making a beeline toward her.

“What about your wife?”

“She’ll be busy with other things.  We have a new daughter.  A beautiful baby girl.”

“Really.  Congratulations,” she said.  She frantically tried to think of a way to get information so it would all be over.  “I didn’t know that Ava was pregnant.”

Silence.

“I’ll have to pick out a pretty dress to bring back to Colombia with me when I return in a few days.”

There was a light knock at the door.  Julian didn’t wait for her to answer before opening it further.  Relief flowed through her.

“You’ll have to wait until I get back,” Eduardo said.

Her gaze locked with Julian’s  “Get back?  Are you and Ava planning a trip?”

Julian nodded to her.  Her heart pounded. 

“Not Ava and the baby.  They’ll be staying back at the house.  But I’ll be going to my house in the east.”

“A house in the east?  The hills.  That must be beautiful.”

“It is.  I will take you there some time when you return.”

Her skin crawled just thinking about it.  Tears filled her eyes as she fought to remain calm.  “Have a good time.”

“And you as well,” Eduardo said.  “I want to see you soon, my girl.”

My girl.  Had he said those things to her mother?  Had she put up with Eduardo and his attention just for Georgie?

“Goodbye.”

The phone call disconnected and she felt her whole body collapse.

“You’re okay,” Julian said.  “That was good.”

“Good?  He didn’t give me a location.  A house in the east?  The hills?”

“It narrows things down a lot for us.  It’s a direction we didn’t have ten minutes ago.”

His cell phone rang and he answered it quickly.

“Kelly, yes.”  He listened for a few seconds and nodded.  Then he hung up the phone.

“You did good.  Kelly is pleased.  He’s putting together a team to go to Colombia now.”

“All from that phone call?”

“That’s all we needed.”

She nodded and looked at the phone in her hand.

Julian came into the room and sat down next to her.  “You should be happy about this.  It’s progress.  In a few days, it should all be over.”

And when it was, she’d be leaving South Dakota for who knows where.  And she’d be alone again.

 

* * *

 

The wedding had been beautiful and the reception was filled with all the playfulness and love that Georgie had seen many times over the past week while she was here in South Dakota.  The McKinnons had partied long into the night.  The next day, they’d all slept late trying to recover from their celebration.

Georgie had gotten up early while the rest of the house was still asleep.  She pulled on her red jacket and boots and sat in a bench on the back porch looking at the snow and the tracks she and Julian had made that day when they’d gone tobogganing.

She heard the kitchen door open and she turned, thinking it was Joan ready to yell at her for sitting out in the cold too long.  But it wasn’t Joan.  It was Julian.

“You’re up early,” he said.

“So are you.”

“I got a call from Kelly.”

“You did?  Were they able to get the baby out?” Georgie said. 

“Ellie?  Not yet.”

“Ellie.  That’s  pretty name.”

Julian sat down next to her on the wood bench.  “Seems Manuel Turgis had stolen the baby from Cash and his wife as payment for an old family debt.  Cash came to Colombia to find the baby and they captured him.  They know where he is.  There is a plan in place to rescue him and to take the baby and Angela out of the compound.  Your cousin won’t be alone in this.  I promise you.  We have specialized people who are trained in getting people out of…difficult situations.”

She sighed.  “I won’t see her anymore, will I?”

“I can’t say that for sure.  Angela will be assigned a case worker and she will be advised about the best way to proceed for her and her kids.  So will you.”

“A case worker?”

“Someone who checks in from time to time.  If things stay quiet, your contact with the case worker will become less and less as time goes on until you’ll be so entrenched in your new life that you won’t even think about it anymore.  And if by chance you’re able to meet each other down the road—under your new identities—then you’ll see each other again.  But that might not be for a while.”

“Do you know where they’re going?”

“I heard something about Iowa.  But that’s not set in stone.”

“Will you tell me?”

He sat down next to Georgie and put his hand over hers.  “I’m not sure they’ll tell me.

She glanced down at her hands in her lap.  “Iowa is big.  But it isn’t that far.”

“No, it’s not.  But that all depends on whether or not they choose witness protection.  Angela will have a target on her back for a long time because of her involvement in helping the FBI find Cash and the baby.”

“So will I.”

“Probably.”

“Will you know where I am?”

“That all depends.”

She glanced over at Julian, unable to keep the tears that threatened her from welling up in her eyes.  “On what?”

“On where we go from here?”

“I thought I didn’t have a choice.”

He shook his head.  “You do.  It’s your life.  No one is forcing you to go into witness protection.  I’m not going to lie.  It’s the smart route to go.  It ensures Eduardo Sanchez won’t find you.  But as far as he’s concerned, you went to Vermont.  You were never in South Dakota.  All he knows is someone named Abby got married.  For all he knows she’s a friend of yours from college.”

Georgie’s heart skipped a beat and then sped up to a point where she wanted to jump off the bench and into Julian’s arms.  But she held back, afraid to believe and to hope that things would be different this time.  “Where will you be?”

“Here for now.”

“For now? You’re not staying?”

“If I stay with the FBI in my current capacity, I won’t be around much.  I move around a lot.  But I’ve been thinking…”

“Yes?”

“There’s not much for me to do for the FBI here in Rudolph, Georgie.  Sure, I’d have my family here,  but not my profession.  I could work at MW Oil like Gray and Grace.  But like Luke and Ian, that was never something I wanted.”

“What do you want?”

“You.”

He was serious.  It had only been little over a month that they’d known each other but she could tell the difference between Julian’s teasing and when he was serious.  The way he gazed directly in to her eyes, she knew that he was.

“I don’t know how we could make this work. Or even if you want to,” he said.  His chest expanded with his deep intake of air and then he let the breath out slowly.  “I want you to feel safe.  And in witness protection, you have the best chance of feeling safe again.  What do you want?”

This was a moment for truth, but she couldn’t find the words.  She had no right to voice what she truly felt inside.  But Julian was looking at her, his eyes pleading with her for that same truth.

“I want a normal life.”

He nodded, somehow disappointed by what she’d revealed.

“I’ve always wanted a normal life because I never really had one.”

“Well, then, this can be a fresh start for you.  You can go anywhere you want to go.  You’ll get a new identity.  New name.  New past.  Something that Eduardo hopefully won’t be able to trace.  And then you can start fresh.”  His voice was quiet and it occurred to her that her words had come out wrong.

“I want this, Julian.  This normal.”

He frowned.  “What?  Like my family?”

She nodded.  

“You think my family is normal?”

Georgie chuckled softly at his shocked expression.  “It’s more normal than anything I’ve ever known.  You all love each other.  You’re there for each other.  Why would I want to leave someplace like this?  I’ve never felt more at home than I have being here.  And this isn’t even my home!”

Her heart pounded in her chest as she laughed.  Julian hadn’t asked her to stay.  He hadn’t asked her for anything.  Even when he’d held her in his arms and kissed her until she was breathless, he never asked.  They’d both known that eventually she’d be moving on when he got the information he needed and Angela and her family were safe.  They were almost there.  He had his information.  And soon, her cousin would be on her way out of Colombia.

“Forget I said anything,” she said quickly, snatching her hand away from his.  

But as much as she desperately tried to retreat, Julian wouldn’t let her get away.  He grabbed her by the shoulders and turned her so she was facing him on the bench.

“That’s the last thing I’m going to do, Georgie.”  

Bending his head, he brushed his lips against hers and let them linger for a moment, telling her how he felt.  He kissed her like he meant it.  She didn’t need the words.  And she believed him.

When they parted, he took his hand and pushed her hair away from her face and smiled.  “This is all so new to me, Georgie.  I’ve never felt this way about a woman before.  I’m not about to let you leave here and get lost out in the world so some other man can find out how wonderful you are.  But it’s not up to me.  It has to be your choice.  If you want to be with me, I say hell yeah, let’s do it. Stay here in South Dakota or come with me to the moon.  I don’t care.  But everyone here knows you now.  You won’t be able to change your identity.  You won’t be able to get the same fresh start as Angela and her family will get in witness protection.”

“But I’ll have a fresh start with you,” she said, feeling the smile inside grow bigger by leaps.  “You make me feel safe, Julian.  You make me feel like I’m home.”

He kissed her again.  It was a promise of the future.  A beginning.  She was home.

 

 

—The End—

 

 

The story of the McKinnons will continue.  Don’t miss a single book by Lisa Mondello.  Sign up for my newsletter HERE. 

 

 


Books by Lisa Mondello

 

 

DAKOTA HEARTS SERIES

 

[image: ]

 

Dakota Hearts Box Set 1-5

Her Dakota Man, Book 1

Badland Bride, Book 2

Dakota Heat, Book 3

Wild Dakota Heart, Book 4

His Dakota Bride, Book 5

Dakota Wedding, Book 6

His Dakota Heart, Book 7

Dakota Cowboy, Book 8

One Dakota Night, Book 9

Dakota Homecoming, Book 10

 

 

TEXAS HEARTS SERIES

 

[image: ]

 

Texas Hearts Box Set 1-3

Her Heart for the Asking, Book 1

His Heart for the Trusting, Book 2

The More I See, Book 3

Gypsy Hearts, Book 4

Leaving Liberty, Book 5

His Texas Heart, Book 6

 

 

FATE WITH A HELPING HAND SERIES

 

[image: ]

 

Tempting Fate Box Set 1-3

The Gift, Prequel

All I Want for Christmas is You, Book 1

The Marriage Contract, Book 2

The Knight and Maggie’s Baby, Book 3

My Lucky Charm, Book 4

 

 

SUMMER HOUSE SERIES

 

[image: ]

 

Moment in Time, Book 1

Moment of Impact, Book 2

Moment of Truth, Book 3

Moment of Trust, Book 4

 

 

HEROES OF PROVIDENCE SERIES

 

Material Witness, Book 1

(**Named one of Kirkus Reviews Best Books of 2012)

 

 

CONTEMPORARY WESTERN ROMANCE

Nothing But Trouble

 

 

 

[image: ]

 

Her Knight, Her Protector, Book 1 by Lisa Mondello

The Knight and the Damsel, Book 2 by Margaret Daley

One Knight in Vegas, Book 3 by Lenora Worth

 

Never miss a new release by Lisa Mondello. Sign up for my new release newsletter HERE. 

 

 


About the Author

 

 

New York Times and USA Today Bestselling Author, Lisa Mondello, has held many jobs in her life but being a published author is the last job she'll ever have. She's not retiring! She blames the creation of the personal computer for her leap into writing novels. Otherwise, she'd still be penning stories with paper and pen. Her book The Knight and Maggie's Baby is a New York Times Bestseller. Her popular series includes TEXAS HEARTS, DAKOTA HEARTS, FATE WITH A HELPING HAND and the new SUMMER HOUSE series. Writing as LA Mondello, her romantic suspense, Material Witness, book 1 of her HEROES OF PROVIDENCE series made the USA Today Bestsellers List and was named one of Kirkus Reviews Best Books of 2012. You can find more information about Lisa Mondello at www.lisamondello.com and sign up for her newsletter to receive new release information at HERE.

 

OPS/image4.jpg
&

D

T

0O

'\






OPS/CoverDesign.jpg
MONDELLO

NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR





OPS/Texas_Hearts_ad.jpg





OPS/Summer_House_Series_400_x_150.jpg
ot
LISA LS
ELLO MONDELLO






OPS/Fate_ad_graphic.jpg





OPS/Dakota_Hearts_western_romance_ad.jpg
/e
ISR
MONDETLO)

i
L)

&y
ISAl
MONDT






