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“I simply have to talk to Stacey, right now!” Eleanor Johnson’s voice carried right to the back of the shop where Stacey Lawrence happened to be working in her office. “I’ve been here twice already this morning.”

Swallowing a soft groan, Stacey got up and walked to the front of her printing-slash-design-slash-handling-computer-related-problems shop.

“Oh, Stacey, there you are!” Eleanor beamed and rushed closer, her arms outstretched, ready for a hug. “I’ve just been telling Billie here it’s urgent that I talk to you. It seems I keep missing you today.”

Guiltily, Stacey returned the older woman’s hug. It wasn’t that she didn’t like Eleanor Johnson. In fact, she loved talking to the flamboyant, funny, and endearing local artist, but besides the fact that she was crazy busy on this freezing last Friday of October, she was also extremely wary of Eleanor’s self-proclaimed matchmaking skills.

As a very happy single woman, her biggest frustration since moving to Alisson, Montana two years before was that everyone in this town, especially Eleanor, seemed bent on finding her the one thing she seriously didn’t want: a husband.

When she’d arrived here, two of the first people she’d met were the two Wilson sisters, Charlie and Lindsay, both local businesswomen. It had been such a surprise to discover that they, like Stacey, were also originally from South Africa.

Over the last two years, Charlie had married Eleanor’s son Logan and Lindsay had married Blake Davidson, an ex-FBI agent who was now one of the owners of the local dojo in town.

Eleanor’s daughter Brooke, also a renowned artist, had married Charlie and Lindsay’s brother Gavin, and he’d subsequently moved to Alisson during the past year. Although Eleanor had never admitted she’d played any active role in these love matches, the town gossip mill was full of stories of how she’d wrangled things to get the couples together.

Eleanor had been shamelessly inquisitive about Stacey’s history ever since her arrival in town, but so far, she’d managed to evade the older woman’s questions by offering simple, vague answers with a smile. Even though Stacey preferred not to think of the past—it wasn’t as if she had anything to hide—but she’d quickly picked up on Eleanor’s not-so-subtle-attempts to try and find her a husband.

So, the less Stacey talked about her herself, the quicker Eleanor would find a new subject to try her matchmaking skills on, she’d reasoned. However, since Brooke and Gavin had tied the knot in June earlier that year, it was clear Eleanor had turned the focus of her skills on Stacey with renewed gusto, something that made Stacey even more wary.

“I need your help, dear,” Eleanor was saying.

Stacey smiled tentatively. “As long as it’s not about dating anyone, I’m happy to help.”

Eleanor sighed dramatically. “You are one of the most beautiful women I’ve ever seen. With all that glorious red hair and your beautiful sapphire blue eyes, you have all the single men—and, I’m afraid, even some not-so-single men—in this town just about salivating after you—”

Rolling her eyes, Stacey groaned out loud to stop her. “Seriously, Eleanor, I’ve—”

“Don’t worry,” Eleanor interrupted, seemingly resigned. “I know. I’ve received the message: you’re happily single. I’ve given up hope to get you married, so you can relax. My matchmaking skills are obviously not working on you. I’m here to ask if you can make posters for the Bachelor Auction.”

Stacey laughed in surprise. “Bachelor Auction? Are you serious? I didn’t know that was actually a thing.”

Eleanor patted her arm. “It’s a fun way to fundraise, my dear. The town hasn’t done it in ages, but when the mayor asked what we could do to raise money for some of the local kids who want to go to college and can’t afford it, someone suggested a Bachelor Auction. Everyone was keen on the idea. We’re hoping to rope in all the bachelors in town and on the neighboring ranches. We don’t have much time; it must be done before all the Christmas festivities start, so it’s to be held in three weeks in the town hall and we need to advertise the event, hence the need for posters. And of course, we’ll need pictures of all of our bachelors taking part. Would you mind doing that for us? You take such lovely pictures...”

“Do you think that’s necessary?” Brooke asked, finally speaking up. “You could do an eye-catching poster with maybe silhouettes, or—”

“Oh, no, my dear,” Eleanor smiled. “We want to flaunt our bachelors. Alisson boasts so many attractive, single men and I think it’s time to let them shine, don’t you?”

“Whatever you say,” Brooke replied. “Although texting everyone an invite would probably be quicker and cheaper.”

Eleanor winked at Billie. “See? This is why I came to see you. Stacey will know what to do: I’ve told everyone on the committee. That’s a brilliant idea! Thank you, my dear. I do think, though, that there should also be a few posters we can put up around town. And could you perhaps take pictures of our bachelors tomorrow? I’ll of course arrange with the bachelors to come to your shop? I know you’re not open every Saturday, but we don’t have much time. We could put up posters at Lindsay’s shop, for instance, the coffee shop, the pharmacy and...” She snapped her fingers. “I know—what about the dojo? Now that Jason is co-owner with Blake, you can also ask him if you can’t get hold of Blake. Lately, just about everyone I know goes for self-defense classes, or whatever other martial arts they fancy. It just makes sense to have a poster in their window. What do you think?”

Ignoring the slight tug at her heart at the mention of Jason Coleman’s name, Stacey swallowed a groan. And there it was: Eleanor never talked to her without mentioning Jason’s name at least once. You had to be both deaf and blind not to see what the older woman was up to.

Stacey was all business, though; she was not going to react to Jason’s name. “Okay, yes. We can do the posters for you and text the ad to everyone on our mailing list. Billie here won’t mind putting up the posters, you just let her know where. Let’s sit down over here at the table and you can tell me what you had in mind.”

An hour later, when Eleanor left, she was all smiles. Billie chuckled. “You do know that she’s going to get you to bid on one of the bachelors, don’t you?”

“Over my dead body,” Stacey muttered as she stomped to the back where her studio was.

“Not even on Jason Coleman?” Billie’s amused voice followed her all the way.

Especially not on Jason Coleman. Irritated, Stacey opened her laptop. It didn’t matter that the tall, broad-shouldered ex-FBI agent was drop-dead gorgeous, she was not looking for a boyfriend or a husband.

Not even a lover? The pesky little voice inside, always irritating her, wanted to know.

The image of Jason’s broad shoulders flashed in front of her, heating her blood. Groaning, she tried to fan herself with the paper she held in her hand. She had work to do. She was not going to entertain thoughts of Jason Coleman, no matter how ridiculously hot he was.

Oh, my goodness, there you go again. It was time to get some fresh air. Grabbing her coat, she made for the front door. Billie was on her phone, as she very often was, so Stacey motioned to her she was going to get a coffee.

The October air was freezing cold. Huddling in her coat, she glanced up at the snow-tipped mountains as she crossed the street. The bitter cold of the Montana winters had been the one thing she’d struggled with when she’d first arrived. Winters in South Africa were mild compared to the extreme temperatures in Alisson.

Over the past year, though, she had come to appreciate the slowdown of life during the cold months. As an avid reader, she enjoyed being holed up over weekends with a book, a hot chocolate, and a warm fire. There was nobody else she needed to take care of, an absolutely blissful thought.

She’d finally found a place where she could settle, where she lived a simple life, one without complications or friction. That was why it had been important to her to make success of her small business. She wasn’t rolling in money, but she determined what she did each day and how much she wanted to do. Never again did she want to be in a position where someone else could dictate what she should do—and shouldn’t do.

A car horn blared just as she entered the coffee shop, making her glance behind her. The next moment, she walked directly into a brick wall. A big hand folded around her arm. Even before she looked up, she knew it must be Jason Coleman. There was just something in the air when he was around.

“Uhm... sorry,” she muttered, and tried to move around him, but he stayed where he was.

“Good morning, Stacey,” he said, his voice sending delicious shivers down her spine.

Seriously, whatever was the matter with her? Granted, Jason was swoon-worthy, but she was a grown woman, not a schoolgirl, for heaven’s sake. She didn’t actually have to swoon now, did she?

“Jason.” She nodded and again tried to move past him.

“Oh, Jason!” Eleanor’s voice rang out behind her. “There you are—I’ve been looking for you!” She smiled while catching her breath. “And here is Stacey as well. Perfect timing. Have you told him, my dear?” she asked, looking at Stacey.

“Told me what?” asked Jason.

“About the Bachelor Auction,” Eleanor said, her whole body vibrating with excitement. “Stacey is doing our marketing and has agreed to make some posters for the event. We were wondering whether she could put one up on one of the windows at the dojo. And you will, of course, sign up to be one of our bachelors, won’t you? All the gorgeous single women in town, like our Stacey here, will be there to bid on their bachelor of choice. We’re raising funds to help kids who can’t afford to go to college, so you can’t say no.” While talking, she whipped out a book and pen. “I’m adding your name to the list. Thanks so much, Jason!” And blowing kisses, she rushed down the street.
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Stunned, Jason stared after Eleanor’s retreating figure. “What just happened?”

“I think you’ve been conned into taking part in the bachelor auction,” Stacey said, her eyes dancing with mirth.

Intrigued, Jason looked down at the gorgeous redhead who, much to his irritation, had been invading his dreams since he’d first laid eyes on her. He didn’t think he’d ever seen her smiling, at least not when he was around. “Seems to me I’m not the only one who’s been conned.”

“Oh, I’m just helping with the marketing, I know what I’m doing.”

“Is that right?” he drawled. “I’m pretty sure I’ve heard her say you’ll be one of the...how did she put it? Oh, yes, ‘gorgeous single women in town, like our Stacey here, will be there to bid on their bachelor of choice.’”

“Bid on a date with a bachelor,” she said. “And I’m not bidding. I want to get a coffee. Do you mind...?”

“Wanna bet?”

“Yes, I’ll even bet on it. You won’t get me near the event—”

“Okay, here’s the bet. If Eleanor succeeds and you do bid, I get to take you out on a date.”

He narrowed his eyes ever so slightly. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

“Chicken?”

Rolling her eyes, Stacey groaned. “Seriously. Okay, if I take your bet, will you please move so I can get a coffee?”

“So what do you want if you do succeed in not bidding?”

“I...” Her eyes lit up. “Oh, I know.” She chuckled. “If I don’t bid, which I won’t, you have to sing a song.”

“Sing a song?”

Fascinated, he stared at her. Her eyes were actually twinkling.

“Yes. At the end of the auction. I’ll make sure I’m on time to hear that. Could you please move?”

He did. With an exasperated sigh, Stacey stomped into the coffee shop. As she walked past him, he caught a whiff of her scent, camellias. And his body reacted.

After nearly a year, he finally had a name for the fragrance always enveloping her. It had taken him the best part of a morning during his last visit to Bozeman, and he had to sniff every damn bottle of perfume at the counter in one of the big stores in town, but eventually he was able to identify the perfume she wore, the smell that had been driving him crazy ever since he’d met her. Camellias.

Grimacing, he slowly walked toward his truck. What the hell was wrong with him? He liked women, he enjoyed them—their softness, their strengths, their curves—but he always kept it light and made sure every woman he spent time with knew from the start he wasn’t interested in anything more permanent.

Marriage, kids—those had never been possibilities he’d even considered. His experience of his parents’ marriage had left a bitter taste in his mouth. His decision had never bothered him. No woman came close to making him re-think his future.

But then on a perfectly ordinary day, Stacey Lawrence had happened.

He’d first seen her when he’d agreed to temporarily help out at his friend Blake Davidson’s dojo. Like Jason, Blake was also ex-FBI, and had moved to the small town of Alisson and opened a dojo, where he taught martial arts and self-defense classes.

When Blake had decided to go on another mission for the FBI, he’d contacted Jason to ask if he’d take over the running of the dojo and the classes in Blake’s absence. At the time, Jason had been looking to buy a ranch and had readily agreed, thinking that while he was in Alisson, he’d have time to decide where he wanted to live the rest of his life.

Turned out, Montana was full of surprises. Not only did he end up buying a ranch outside of Alisson, but he’d also met Stacey Lawrence.

She’d been in the very first self-defense class he’d taught. He’d immediately zoomed in on the tall woman standing in the back of the class: red curls tumbling down a slender back, a mouth-watering sexy body with curves in all the right places, toned legs that seemed to go on forever. The unexpected fist of desire in his gut had nearly brought him to his knees.

And that was before he’d looked into her blue eyes, the color of a Montana sky on a clear day.

With his gaze still on the entrance of the coffee shop, Jason got into his truck.

His arrangement with Blake had begun as a temporary one, but here he was, a year later, and not only had he become part owner of the dojo with Blake, he had a ranch adjacent to the one where the Johnson and Wilson families were now all living. He had settled, he had made this place his home.

Blake and his wife Lindsay shared the ranch with Lindsay’s sister, Charlie, her husband Logan, Logan’s sister Brooke, and her husband Gavin, who was also Lindsay and Charlie’s brother—and of course that was where Eleanor Johnson lived, not just Logan and Charlie’s mother but the self-declared matchmaker of Alisson.

He leaned forward to start the truck but just then Stacey exited the coffee shop. Dropping his hand, he leaned back to watch her. With long, no-nonsense strides, long red curls swinging from side to side over her back, she crossed the street.

Why would a gorgeous woman like her have moved oceans to live and work here, in this particular small town?

Of course, he’d heard the gossip. Like Lindsay and her sister Charlie had done, she’d relocated from South Africa. Charlie had inherited her aunt’s house and business, and Lindsay had been trying to get away from an abusive boyfriend, so their reasons for emigrating he could understand. Stacey’s reasons, though, were still unknown, much to the frustration of the gossip mill in Alisson. She was friendly and helpful, but clammed up whenever people started asking questions about her past.

She also didn’t date. At least not in Alisson. It was known that at times she visited Bozeman, but as far as he knew—and for some reason he made it his business to know about all things Stacey Lawrence—she also didn’t see anyone while she visited the city.

Of course, the gossip mill had been wondering whether the lovely Ms. Lawrence didn’t prefer women, but he’d bet singing another damn song she didn’t. That very first day in the dojo? He hadn’t been the only one affected. In that first moment their eyes had met he’d seen the changes in her body even after she’d quickly tried to cover up her breasts with another top.

He hadn’t liked the way his whole being had focused on her, how he’d been aware of her every move and how, for a split second he’d imagined her on his ranch, playing with a little red-haired girl and a damn dog yapping at their feet. Freaked-out didn’t come close to describe the near-panic attack he’d had. He would know. While he’d been in the field as an FBI agent, he’d been familiar with this feeling.

So he’d tried his best to stay as far away from her as possible. It had worked quite well, because as he’d discovered, she was also doing her best to avoid him at all costs. She’d stopped coming to self-defense classes and whenever he spotted her in town or at some or other function, she’d duck and disappear quickly. It had been too obvious not to notice.

Irritated with himself, he started his truck. Even if he had an excellent foreman he relied on, he had a ranch to tend to.

The truck hiccupped, coughed a few times before it started. Patting the dashboard, he coaxed it. “Come on, Maggie-girl, you can do it.” Sighing in relief when the truck started, he stepped on the gas.

He had a brand-new truck on the ranch and it was probably time to just leave this pile of metal to become one with nature, but it had been his grandpa’s truck since he could remember and okay, yeah, he had trouble letting it go. Anyway, Maggie-girl was still moving, wasn’t she?

Maybe it was a good idea to visit the bar tonight. He hadn’t been in town on a Friday night for ages, hadn’t been with a woman for...damn, he couldn’t even remember for how long. One thing he knew for sure—he wouldn’t run into the lovely Ms. Lawrence. She was seldom seen in the local bar. Rumor had it she preferred to stay at home reading.

Cussing, he put his foot on the gas and sped out of town. He was all hot and bothered while she went about her daily routine as if nothing had happened.

Nothing had happened. He’d just bet her she would bid on him. And if she didn’t, he’d have to sing. The slow smile started deep within his belly.

Well, she was in for a surprise, no matter what the outcome of the auction.
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The moment Stacey stepped into Suds Stop on Friday night, she regretted agreeing to Lindsay’s invitation to join them. The whole freaking town seemed to be in the bar. Before she could turn around and flee as she wanted to, Lindsay saw her and rushed over.

“Stacey!” she called out and hugged her. “I’m so glad to see you. Ever since Laney was born, I haven’t been anywhere. It feels like forever since I’ve last seen you. Come on, we’ve managed to grab two tables just in time—it’s Friday night and everyone is here. Mom is babysitting Charlie and Logan’s Elly and our Laney. Connor has announced he’s way too old to be babysat at the ripe old age of seven, but he’s helping Granny.”

There wasn’t much else to do but follow Lindsay to the area where the rest of the Johnson and Wilson clan were sitting.

As she neared the table, she heard someone laugh. Her gaze moved toward the sound even before she registered what she was doing. Jason Coleman was leaning against the bar, laughing down at one of the waitresses.

In that instant, he looked up, catching her gaze on him. For a moment, everything around her faded, all she was aware of was those deep blue eyes looking right into her very soul. Blinking, she quickly turned her back on him and greeted the others. Unnerved, she sat down on the first available chair.

Around her, people were talking and laughing but although she was also smiling, she had no idea what was being said. Her whole being was still in the moment Jason’s gaze had met hers.

Damn it, what was happening? She’d been trying to ignore him for the past year. The feeling would pass, just like it normally did, she kept telling herself. Jason wasn’t the first man to stir something inside of her.

He was, however, the first man she couldn’t seem to get out of her mind and her dreams, no matter how hard she tried.

Love made people do stupid things, as she’d noticed while watching the people around her. These crazy feelings could be explained. As she usually did when she didn’t understand something, she’d researched it. Turned out this woozy feeling one experienced upon meeting an attractive guy like Jason was just biology. Hormones. It would pass.

Okay, at this point it was clear it was going to take a little longer than usual, but it would pass eventually. The important thing was she had to make sure she didn’t do anything stupid while her dopamine and norepinephrine levels were still sky-high.

These chemicals, as her research had shown, made people giddy, energetic, and euphoric, even leading to decreased appetite and insomnia—which meant you could actually be so “in love” that you couldn’t eat and couldn’t sleep. At least she knew why her appetite was gone and why her dreams were constantly filled with vivid images of a near-naked Jason. Not that she’d seen him naked, of course, but the tight T-shirts he wore in summer gave her a pretty good idea of what was beneath the thin material.

Aaargh, she was still thinking about him! Damn it, she was not ever going to be roped into a life of babies and endless washing and cooking and demands on her time, no matter how gorgeous Jason was.

She had a vague memory of a happy childhood while her parents had still been alive. But the subsequent nightmare years after they’d both died when a freak wave took them from her—they’d all been on a holiday at the sea—had just about wiped that memory from her mind. She shook away the memories and tried to concentrate on the scene around her.

The moment her insides finally settled, the chair next to her was pulled out roughly. Even before she turned her head, she knew it was Jason. She got goosebumps—seriously, what twenty-seven-year-old woman still got goosebumps because of a man? A kaleidoscope of butterflies in her tummy went crazy and her mouth dried out.

“Hi, everybody. Seems the whole town is here,” he said to no one in particular.

“Hi, Jason,” Charlie called out cheerily, her gaze going between Jason and Stacey. “Everyone is talking about the upcoming Bachelor Auction. Mom tells me you’ve signed up?”

Jason grimaced. “Not quite how I see it. I was signed up. I didn’t really have a choice.”

“Smart man,” Logan joked. “Even if you’d refused, my mother would’ve pestered you mercilessly.”

Jason leaned back in his chair. “Well, it’s for a good cause.” He chuckled. “And Stacey here has agreed to bid on me—”

“I did no such thing!” Stacey interrupted him hotly. “I’ve even made a bet with you I won’t bid on you, or anyone else!” The moment the words left her mouth, she realized she’d walked into his trap. She’d just told everyone about her conversation with Jason—the very last thing she wanted people to talk about. Every eye around the table was on her.

Inhaling sharply, Lindsay leaned forward. “What was the bet?”

“It was...it was nothing, really.” Stacey tried, but she should’ve known she’d never get off so easily.

“Oh, come on!” Charlie cajoled. “We’re old married women looking for some excitement.”

Brooke, about six months pregnant, laughed. “Does my mom know about this bet?”

“No!” Stacey called out. “And please don’t tell her, I beg you. I’ll never hear the end of it. Ever since I’ve arrived in Alisson, she’s been trying to set me up with every available man around, especially Jason...” With a soft groan, she dropped her head in her hands. “I can’t believe I’ve just said that.”

Next to her, Jason’s
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