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      To the Match of the Month supporters, especially…

      

      Jackie Ziegler

      

      Thank you so much for your support. We couldn’t do what we love without you!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 1
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      “Congrats, Dean. Looks like you’re next on Ruby’s list,” Jenna says as I walk into the Merc to grab an order for the women’s shelter.

      “Are you kidding me?” I stop in the middle of the sidewalk, and that’s when I notice the Mountain Man of the Month flyer in the window of the mercantile. “Dammit,” I mutter.

      I know there is no point in making a scene. What’s done is done. I’ve watched it happen to my brothers-in-arms for the last eleven months. With eleven wins under her belt, Ruby sure as hell won’t stop now.

      “I’m sorry,” Jenna says, placing a hand on my arm before passing me and heading to her car.

      Taking a deep breath, I step into the mercantile, and go to the back to get the order for the women’s shelter so I can take it and the Christmas trees there. It’s a favor Jensen and Courtney asked of me, but now I wonder if they were conspiring with Ruby.

      “Dean! Good to see you. Have you seen the new peppermint line? I just got it in for Christmas, and it’s already been a big hit. I brought back the peppermint bark you liked last year,” Ruby says with a wink. “Orville, go grab the bags that Jensen and Courtney ordered,” she says to her husband, who’s working with her today.

      As the town mayor, Orville wears many hats, including offering extra help when Ruby needs it. All these years later, that man is still in love with her, as much or more so as the day they met. That’s the kind of love I’m holding out for. But I don’t dare tell Ruby because she will take it as a personal challenge, and that’s the last thing I need right now.

      “You could have at least given me a heads-up about this match of the month crap, Ruby,” I say as we wait for Orville to grab the stuff from the back.

      “Now, why would I do that? With all the holiday events coming up, why would I give you a reminder so you can get out of it like you tried to do for the harvest festival? Not a chance, boy,” she says with an evil glint in her eyes.

      I can’t even say anything because she’s right. If I had known, I probably would have found a way to get out of town for the entire month. Now, it’s too late, and she knows it.

      “Fine. When that doesn’t work, and I’m your first failure, you can end all of this and leave the rest of the guys alone.”

      “Oh, but I’m not going to fail. I can feel it in my bones. You’re going to be the best match yet.” She walks off to help another customer, and my gut says she already has plans to set something in motion.

      Orville helps me move some boxes and some mail into my truck, along with a few bags of stuff Courtney has ordered for the shelter before I head out of town.

      After Jensen and Courtney got together, they needed some help at the shelter, so Jensen asked me. I agreed and have been a semi-regular there. Mostly fixing things that break, that sort of thing.

      But I guess something is going on that they need to talk to me about. Also, they asked me to pick up their order in town and bring some Christmas trees for the families to set up and decorate.

      Right now I’m driving through the mountains, circling a few times, ensuring I’m not being followed or watched before I pull up to the gate and enter my code.

      You can’t see the building itself from the road, so it’s a bit of a drive after I get through the gate, and then there’s another gate around the building as an extra layer of security. When anyone comes to the first gate, they’re notified. By the time I get to the building, Courtney and Jensen are waiting for me by the back door.

      “We just got done pulling out all the Christmas decorations and ornaments. The kids are really excited to get going on the trees,” Courtney says with a smile. Though I can tell it’s strained, like something’s wrong that she does not want to talk about.

      Since getting to know her, I’ve learned that she will talk when she is ready. But not always in front of the people at the shelter.

      “Everything okay?” I ask, even though I’m pretty sure it’s not.

      “We can talk about it later. Let’s get these trees in,” Courtney says. We unload everything and set up the trees so the families can start decorating.

      A boy who looks about Izzy’s age walks over, holding the hand of a younger girl who is the spitting image of him.

      “My sister wants to help put decorations on the tree. Can we?” he asks with so much hope in his eyes that it’s obvious it means a lot to him.

      “Of course you can, Max. Why don’t you help Jensen here with the lights? Gracie, can you start going through that box of ornaments to get an idea of where you want to hang them once the lights are on?” Courtney says before she gets pulled away.

      The lights go on pretty quickly as the little girl sits on the floor looking through the box. When we’re done, she pulls out the star that goes on top of the tree.

      “Oh, can I put the star on the top? Please, please, please, please, please?” she asks and even sticks out her bottom lip for good measure.

      “You okay with that?” I ask her brother.

      “Yeah, it’ll mean more for her to do it,” he says, shrugging his shoulders and digging into the box.

      “Can I pick you up to help you put the star on the top?” I ask her.

      A huge smile lights up her face as she nods enthusiastically.

      Picking her up around her waist, I lift her so that she can place the tree topper. Then she takes an extra minute to ensure it’s on straight before I set her back down.

      I take a step back and let her and her brother start decorating the tree as Courtney walks up beside me.

      “I don’t know what to do with that family. The kids are super sweet, but the mom has extended family involved with some not-too-good people,” Courtney says, never taking her eyes off the two kids.

      “Who’s her family involved with?” I ask, now that she’s got my attention.

      “Savage Bones,” she looks at me with worry in her eyes.

      She has every right to be concerned. Savage Bones is a one-percent motorcycle club that has been causing problems in the area. To say they are not good people is an understatement. If the MC thinks one of their own is getting out, they would rather see the person dead. It would only take one person sharing that information to cause trouble.

      “After the first of the year, I can get her and the kids into a shelter in Bozeman. Until then, they need a safe house. We’re hearing motorcycles going by several times a day, and at this point, it’s just too close for comfort.”

      “Shit. Is it getting that bad? Why hasn’t Jensen said anything to the rest of the club?”

      “I think he will be telling them soon, as we are out of options. We’ve tried a few other shelters, but we just got a call today from the last one. They’re all booked up because of the holidays. There’s no place else we can send her. I’m sure as hell not going to turn her out on the street, but it’s not safe for her to stay here either.”

      “She can stay at my family’s old hunting cabin. My brother Six is the only person who knows where it’s other than my parents.”

      I don’t know what came over me to offer the cabin. Until the words were coming out of my mouth, I didn’t even realize what I had said. Before I offer the use of it, I should really check with my older brother. But since Six is the Mustang Mountain Riders club secretary, I know he’ll be more than willing to help.

      “Really?” Courtney says with so much hope in her voice that all I can do is nod my head.

      “Holly, come here,” Courtney calls, and the most beautiful curvy woman with dark brown wavy hair steps up. “Dean, this is Holly. She’s Max and Gracie’s mom. Holly, Dean here just offered you his hunting cabin. Not only is it off the grid, but only his family knows how to get there.”

      “I really appreciate it, but I just talked to a friend who is going to let me stay with her. It’s going to be a day or two before I can get there. We’re working out the details now.” She smiles and walks off when her daughter calls her over.

      I don’t understand the sudden loss I feel of her not coming to stay with me or this fierce need to know all about this friend she is supposedly staying with. While I’ve never been overly protective of someone like this, I know that I’m not going to be able to just let her walk away.

      “Ugh, oh, I know that look,” Courtney says.

      “What look?” Jensen asks, walking up beside her.

      “The look on Dean’s face is the same one each of you guys had right before the fall. Looks like Ruby might be going twelve for twelve.”
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      I can’t keep putting the shelter at risk by staying here. That is the last thing I want to do to the people who have been so kind to help me get back on my feet.

      But I’m going to need a few days to get things lined up with my friend and get us out of here. There is no way staying with Dean is a good idea, not with the way he has me feeling just standing next to him. Something like that can’t be normal.

      Stepping outside, I let the icy December mountain air hit my face, and I take a deep breath. It’s a breath of freedom and one that reminds me not to rush. I am in control.

      That is, until the roar of a motorcycle rushing past on the main road fills the air and fills me with terror icier than the wind. Even though I can’t see the main road from here with all the trees, bushes, and the main gate, there is no mistaking that sound.

      That sound reminds me my time here is limited. When I go back inside, the warm heat is like a comforting hug. Feeling an urgency to talk to Janet, I call her again.

      Janet answers on the phone on the third ring. “Holly, honey, are you okay?”

      I let out a deep breath. “Yes, I’m fine, but I need your help. I have to get out of here soon.”

      “What’s going on?” Janet asks, concern in her voice.

      “The motorcycles are passing by way too often. It’s not long before they find this place and me. I can’t have people here hurt because of me.”

      “I’d love to have you here, but I don’t think you will be safe here either. A guy on a motorcycle has been parked a few houses down, watching us since last night. They are taking shifts like they know this is where you are coming,” Janet says, worriedly.

      As I process Janet’s words, a cold shiver runs down my spine. It’s like my worst fears are coming true. “Oh no, they are getting closer,” I whisper, my voice barely audible. “What do I do now? Where can I even go?”

      Janet doesn’t respond immediately, and it’s as if I can hear her thinking on the other end of the phone. “I have a friend who lives up north, in Canada,” she finally says. “She has a cabin in the woods, far away from civilization. It’s not the ideal place, but it’s safe.”

      So, my two choices both end with a cabin secluded in the woods. Woods, I have no idea how to survive in. But I have no other choice. I have to leave the shelter and go somewhere safe until I figure out what to do next. If I take Dean up on his offer, I’ll have help and be close to Courtney if I need anything.

      If something were to happen to one of my kids, I can’t imagine being up in Canada without anyone to help me.

      “Okay, I will let you know. The woman that runs this place has given me another lead,” I tell her, being as vague as possible in case anyone is listening in. I wouldn’t put it past Savage Bones to illegally wiretap anyone.

      Janet pauses for a moment, considering my words. “Alright, but be careful. My friend’s cabin is an option in case you need it.”

      “Thank you, Janet,” I say, gratitude filling me. “I really appreciate it.”

      “Of course, Holly. Stay safe and keep in touch.”

      As I hang up the phone, my mind races with what I need to do next. I go in search of Courtney and find her in her office.

      “Hey, can I talk to you for a moment?” I ask her, closing the door behind me.

      “Of course. What’s up?” she says with a bright smile that always seems comforting, no matter what is going on in your life.

      “There are some Savage Bones guys stalking my friend’s place. It’s no longer a safe option for me,” I tell her, and her face falls. “I hate to say Dean’s offer might be my best chance, but I don’t know anything about him!”

      Courtney bites her lip, lost in thought for a moment. “I hate to say it, but I think you’re right. At least with Dean, he is someone who can protect you.”

      I nod in agreement, knowing she’s right.

      “Dean and my husband have been friends for years, and Dean has been a part of Mustang Mountain Riders for almost as long. He’s a good guy with an older brother he’s close to. He’s great around kids, and you know we wouldn’t let him anywhere near here if we didn’t trust him with our lives,” she says.

      Taking a deep breath, I feel a sense of relief wash over me at Courtney’s reassurance. “Okay, I’ll do it,” I say, nodding resolutely. “I'll take Dean up on his offer. But we need to move fast. I don't think I can stay here much longer."

      Courtney nods in understanding, her face serious. "We will need to move you out of here without you being seen in case one of the Savage Bones guys happens to be driving by. Let me make the arrangements. You pack and prep your kids." She reaches for her phone to get the ball rolling.

      With that, I leave Courtney's office and head back to my room, my heart pounding as I pack.

      I can't believe this is happening. How did I even get myself into this mess? Trying to focus on the task at hand, I grab my bag and start filling it with clothes, toiletries, and anything else I might need. We don't have much, but I want to take everything we can.

      My mind is racing, trying to think of everything I might need for this unexpected journey. Thinking on how to make this transition as smooth as possible, I make sure to pack extra clothes for my kids and their favorite toys.

      As I finish packing, I hear a knock on my door. My heart races as I quickly check to make sure everything is packed before checking through the peephole. It's Courtney and her husband, Jensen.

      "Since we brought the SUV today, we will smuggle you and the kids out in the back with some blankets and pillows. Often, we’re bringing things home to wash or throw away. You guys will be under the pile. Dean and some of our other friends will meet us at his place," Jensen says.
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