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When hockey player Jesse Chaparrel rescues a mysterious traveler from a car accident at the edge of his Northern California cattle ranch, he has no idea that she has a suitcase full of secrets. All he knows is that she’s the first woman to intrigue him in a long, lonely time… 







  
  
The story doesn’t end on the last page…

There’s something special waiting for you at the end of this book—but don’t peek just yet… some things are better discovered at the right moment.

Visit www.rachellevaughn.com and subscribe to my newsletter for exclusive Red Valley Ravens extras, collectible cards, and reader-only surprises.



Come spend a little more time in my world:
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Dear Reader,


When I first created the roster for the Red Valley Ravens hockey team in 2011, I had no idea that one day I’d be welcoming you to the ninth book in the series! Some of you have been with me since the very first slapshot and hat trick, and some of you are joining me for the first time. Either way, each story stands alone, and you don’t even have to be a diehard hockey fan (gasp!) to enjoy them.
Because I won’t rest until I’ve married off the entire team, Ice Cowboy is all about Jesse Chaparrel and his attempt to find his happily ever after. It’s out there, I promise, even though he doesn’t think it involves Laurell Monahan. From the moment Laurell steps onto his ranch, she’s like a fish out of water. They each have their demons, but there’s nothing like a picturesque piece of land in the middle of the valley to soothe your soul and inspire romance.
As always, feel free to contact me through my website at www.rachellevaughn.com, and be sure to sign up for my newsletter to receive info about giveaways, new releases, and special offers.


Giddy up!
Rachelle Vaughn






  
  Chapter One
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The Broken Branch Ranch had too many acres to check every inch, but Jesse Chaparrel was beginning to think he might have to. He had searched high and low and he still couldn’t find Love. She’d probably run off again, the call of the countryside appealing to her feline instincts, but he wasn’t about to go back into the house without knowing for sure what had happened to his daughter’s beloved cat. 
Love wasn’t his favorite animal on the ranch—she had sharp claws and an unpredictable temperament—but she was Gabby’s pride and joy.
He’d like to say he kept her around just to catch mice, but whenever Gabby had her bedroom door shut to the world, which seemed to be happening a lot more lately, Love usually slept on the foot of Jesse’s bed at night while the dog was banished to the floor. Somehow, her little warm body curled up at his feet helped the nights feel not quite so lonely.
Love. He supposed it wasn’t a common name for a mouse chaser, but when she’d shown up as a scruffy youngster a year ago, Gabby had acted like the tabby was the best thing to come along since the cell phone.
“What should we call her, Dad?” Gabby had asked, her emerald green eyes looking up at him like he held all the answers in the universe. As a father of a teenager, he wished he had a few more answers in his arsenal these days.
“Well, what does she remind you of when you look at her?” Jesse had replied to his only child.
“I’m going to call her Love,” she’d answered and scooped the cat up into her arms.
Jesse smiled at the memory and strode across the wide expanse of the green lawn and out towards the barn. 
The beauty of this place still had the power to take his breath away. Located on the outskirts of town, the Broken Branch Ranch was nestled in the valley with mountains all around. Mt. August, the crown jewel, stood tall and regal in the distance.
Today, a lone cloud hovered over the tip of Mt. August like a halo. The reflection of the foothills shimmered in the water of the big pond in the north pasture. Cottonwood trees and live oak dotted the landscape.
In the Midwest, it would have been called a hobby farm, but here in Northern California, it was classified as a ranchette. Not that the place needed a label, Jesse simply called it ‘home’.
Overhead, a pair of light gray mourning doves sat next to each other on the telephone wire. Some birds mated for life, but unfortunately, the same couldn’t be said for people.
It was quiet out here, peaceful. And it was good for the soul.
He’d carved out a nice little life here in Red Valley for him and Gabby. With Dottie and Dugan around, the diverse group felt like a cozy little family and he didn’t have to think about the “what if’s” of being a single dad during hockey season.
The long season had left him bruised, battered, and in need of stepping out of the rink to recover physically and mentally. Some mid-season injuries—a bruised collarbone and hip flexor strain—had been doing their share of nagging. Summer gave him what he needed to heal…time.
Time to reenergize, recharge, recover, rejuvenate, and restore. If it weren’t for his daughter, he wouldn’t even turn his phone on.
The ranch was the perfect place to decompress. A lot of the guys on the team spent their summer relaxing in tropical locales and exotic destinations, but Jesse preferred the country. He didn’t go out to the club and drink, he enjoyed a beer on his front porch. Mucking out stalls instead of lounging on a beach somewhere was his idea of contentment.
His uniform changed considerably in the offseason. During the summer months, he traded his game-day suit, jersey, and pads for boots, a hat, worn jeans, gloves, and chaps.
The season would start soon enough. In the meantime, there was plenty to do around the ranch and plenty of time to make up for.
As the owner of the Broken Branch Ranch, there was no such thing as sleeping in. He spent the morning doing chores, tending to the animals, and the rest of the day tackling projects around the house. There were enough odd jobs to keep his mind off the sport that consumed him for eight months out of the year.
Right now, he needed to find Love and put his mind at ease that she hadn’t been taken out by a coyote sometime during the night.
“Here, kitty, kitty,” Jesse called out, snapping his fingers.
Rocky, the old dog that rarely left Jesse’s side, padded along behind him, mildly intrigued by the game of hide and seek.
As he looked around outside the barn, Jesse was reminded of the song “Lookin’ for Love in All the Wrong Places.” He might be looking for the cat, but Jesse wasn’t looking for actual love for himself. That wagon had left years ago, leaving him a single father with a broken heart and bruised pride. Who had time for dating anyway?
During the season, he and his team ping-ponged around the country, playing taxing games and abiding by a rigorous schedule. And when he was home, there were the practices, constant conditioning, and home games. Time wasn’t something he had a lot of from September through May.
The summer was his time to do with as he pleased, and he chose to spend it with his daughter in a place that made him happy, not chasing women so he didn’t have to climb into bed alone at night. He slept just fine on his own—or so he’d convinced himself a long time ago. Plus, he had enough responsibilities without having to worry about a woman’s needs and wants or whether or not he was saying and doing the right things so he didn’t end up in the proverbial doghouse.
Thinking about all the reasons he enjoyed being single, Jesse stepped into the barn. He let his eyes adjust to the dim light before striding over to the tack room on the right. Then he flicked on the light switch and listened as the fluorescent lights buzzed to life.
“Wait here,” he told the old coonhound.
Rocky sniffed the air and let out a whine like he knew there was something inside the tack room that he wasn’t supposed to have anything to do with.
“Wait,” Jesse repeated more firmly this time.
Accepting that this was the end of the road for him, Rocky sat his rump down on the floor and waited patiently as Jesse began to search the tack room.
When he heard something in the far corner of the room, realization struck him like a frying pan to the head. He should have known something like this might happen.
He squatted down and pulled back a saddle blanket that was draped over a sawhorse and knew he’d been right. There lay Love, nursing four tiny little kittens. Somehow, without him even noticing, she’d gone and gotten herself pregnant and become a mom right here in his tack room.
“Hey there, Mama,” he said softly.
Love purred contentedly as her babies jockeyed for position and he smoothed his thumb between the tabby’s velvety ears.
“You’ve been busy, huh?”
Every time he’d tried to take her to the vet for a little snip-snip, she was nowhere to be found. And now it was too late.
Oh, well. What were a few more mouths to feed? he wondered to himself. Broken Branch was already home to twelve head of Scottish Highland cattle, Rocky, a whole cast of chickens and horses, and even a peafowl. A few more bundles of furry joy were always welcome.
Gabby would be over the moon about the new arrivals and he needed all the help he could get in giving her a reason to smile.
Except, this couldn’t be a good sign. If he’d missed Love’s pregnancy, what else was going on under his nose without his knowing? He needed to do a lot better at keeping tabs on the goings-on around the ranch. Now that the off-season was here, he had all summer to make up for being neglectful.
Gabby was slipping away—he knew that—but were their problems deeper than the onset of puberty? Lately, reading her moods was like trying to juggle a puck and an ice skate. And, as invaluable as Dottie was, she was thirty years his senior, and to Gabby she must seem downright ancient.
Raising a daughter by himself wasn’t always the easiest thing in the world to do, but now he was contending with Gabby’s hormonal changes and things far beyond his control and his limited expertise.
They just needed to spend some quality time together and everything would be right as rain.
When she was younger, Gabby had been tickled pink to be a farm girl. She’d run through the fields, happy as a sheepdog, her long brown hair trailing behind her, her face fresh and free of makeup, freckles dotting across her nose. She’d been so happy and carefree. Back before she’d become a teenager.
Back then, he could patch things up by bringing home a new puppy or giving her a ride up on his shoulders. What kid didn’t want her very own pony? Gabby had gotten her own, plus a half dozen other animals that went along with the ranch. She’d named every cow, chicken, and field mouse on the property and he’d never seen her happier.
Now, she caked on makeup like she was a performer under the Big Top, dyed her hair black—which he still couldn’t figure out how she’d managed to do right under his nose without him finding out and putting a stop to it. She sulked in her room all day, listening to god-awful music sung by degenerates who dressed like they worked in a 1940s mortuary. He had to force her to go outside and get some sunshine, or else she’d never leave the house. She behaved like some kind of vampire spawn or something.
He didn’t know exactly where he’d gone wrong in her short life, but they sure were a far cry from a year ago, when she’d been a happy, well-adjusted child.
“It’s just a phase; she’ll grow out of it” had been uttered by Dottie and Dugan more times than he could count.
But what if she grew out of him?
Jesse didn’t claim to know a whole lot about little girls—he’d grown up with two brothers—but weren’t they supposed to slather themselves in pink and all that glitter crap and wear lopsided pigtails and big goofy smiles? And look at their daddy’s like they hung the moon? Like he was the most important man in their life who could soothe away their nightmares and give rides on his strong shoulders?
She used to look at him that way. That was the bitch of it. All their happy memories were in the past.
As much as he longed for the past, he also wanted to move forward with their lives. But his daughter and the memories they shared didn’t want him to.
Gabby had been born when Jesse was very young, still a teenager himself. And now he was the second oldest player on the Red Valley Ravens. Well, actually the oldest—I’ll be damned—now that Jace McQuaid had retired at the ripe old age of 37.
When he was playing hockey, Jesse gave it his all and thought of nothing else. And when he was at home, he gave the ranch and his daughter his undivided attention. At least he thought he did. Gabby seemed to have an inordinate way of getting into trouble the second he turned his back. She didn’t do it on purpose—or at least he hoped she didn’t—but she was always testing his limits and patience of being a single father.
Lately, Gabby had the idea that she had to be overly dramatic about every little thing and make everything about her, drawing extra attention to herself even though she acted like she wanted to be left alone. She couldn’t just blend in like the wallflower she apparently wanted to be when her clothes, makeup, and hair all screamed, “Look at me, I’m rebelling and need additional parental guidance.”
He’d do better. He had to do better.
Ever since he’d been drafted into the United National Hockey League, he’d never stopped making improvements to his game. He’d do the same with being a single dad. He had a few months before Gabby started high school—oh, Lord—and he needed to make things right with her.
“All right,” he told the purring cat. “I’ll leave you to it.”
He set up a litter box and food and water dishes so Love would have everything she needed without having to leave the tack room.
Jesse left the barn and made a mental note to tell everyone to give Love her space.






  
  Chapter Two
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No matter how many deep breaths she took, Laurell Monahan couldn’t seem to get her shoulders to loosen up or her jaw to relax. That bastard Hutch had sure done a number on her well-being. 
For the first time in a long while, she found herself at the mercy of someone else. She despised the helpless feeling. All of her actions were driven by Hutch’s threats, and she couldn’t believe she’d ended up in a predicament of this magnitude. Her career was coming to a screeching halt, and now she didn’t even have time to look back at the skid marks and ponder her next move.
Instead of hopping on a plane, she’d decided to make the long eight-hour drive from Los Angeles to Red Valley herself. It probably hadn’t been the smartest idea she’d ever had—Red Valley was just a couple hours shy of the Oregon border—but she needed the time to think. And to dwell on the huge stinking mess she’d gotten herself into.
She was a journalist on a mission. And when it was all over, she’d literally write her way out of this mess while her sister Bay slept easy, knowing that her career and her reputation were safe.
Besides the fact that she’d been blackmailed, the main reason Laurell had accepted this shady assignment was because she’d needed to get away from the city for a while. An all-expense-paid trip to Red Valley seemed like the perfect opportunity.
As much as she loved—okay, tolerated—L.A., the busy metropolis was starting to make her itch for something different. She didn’t know what was missing in her life, but a few weeks away from the hustle and bustle of the City of Angels was as good a time as any to figure it out.
The job market in L.A. was fiercely competitive and she’d had to settle for a part-time position for a TV station on the outskirts of town. Then she found Spread, a tabloid news website, and supplemented her income by writing celebrity gossip that readers devoured. Personally, she didn’t understand the appeal of knowing which celeb was eating at what restaurants and which exclusive hairstylist they’d come from an appointment with. But the general public sure did, and that’s how Hutch had created himself a multi-million dollar empire of glossy, provocative headlines and scrambling, soulless paparazzi.
Laurell had taken the job at Spread out of desperation when her choices had been whittled down to writing stories about celebs or flipping greasy burgers at a fast food chain. She couldn’t watch her journalism degree rot away, so she chose Spread, Hutch’s brainchild, where celebrities were exploited and every other poor schmuck in the news ended up in the crosshairs in the name of entertainment. Everything was turned into a scandal. From getting coffee to words twisted on social media. Scandals were fabricated and gossip was born. Sometimes the stories didn’t even have to be fabricated. Sometimes all it took was for a scorned former employee to come forward and spill the scorched beans.
And now Laurell’s soul was rotting after a year of peddling Hollywood gossip. This wasn’t the kind of work she’d dreamed of doing. This wasn’t the career she’d wanted for herself. But she was in deeper than ever and the only way out was this one last story.
It didn’t take long for Laurell to realize she wasn’t cut out for the tabloids. Unfortunately, just as soon as she’d given her notice, Hutch had conveniently found a way to manipulate her into staying. She’d been halfway out the door when Hutch had sprung the assignment on her. And then he’d added the little twist that made it into a job she couldn’t refuse. He’d known what her weaknesses were and he’d exploited them. She had a heart. And that was one thing that was unwise to possess in La La Land. Hutch had info that could—would—end the career Bay had worked so hard for.
Ever since they were kids, orphaned at the tender age of twelve and eighteen, Laurell had vowed to do everything under the sun to protect Bay from the world at large.
So, here she was, out in the middle of bumfuck nowhere, where there were more animals than people. And where she’d have to stoop to the lowest of the lowest to protect her and her sister’s name.
As soon as she got her story, she’d be out of a job and back on the unemployment line.
What she really wanted to do was write novels. Not slanderous stories about celebutantes caught coming out of their plastic surgeon’s office or not wearing any makeup on their morning coffee run. Something she could sign her real name to in the byline and not some phony pseudonym to protect her identity.
Since she’d been old enough to read a book, Laurell wanted to write her own. But life had gotten in the way—as it tended to do from time to time—and she’d shoved her silly dream onto the back burner and pursued more lucrative goals.
And look where that had gotten her. A front-row seat to Hutch’s self-proclaimed black-hearted sideshow. He thrived on warping the truth and fabricating shocking stories out of thin air.
Not being able to control her own fate drove Laurell up the wall. Having a guy like Hutch pull the strings made her—well, she preferred not to think about how he was controlling her every move.
This wasn’t the first time she’d found herself running around and doing someone else’s bidding. When she looked back at The Life and Times of Laurell Monahan, she realized a disturbing pattern of always being at someone else’s mercy. Someone else was always the one calling the shots and it was getting old.
Her younger sister, Bay, had taken hold of her destiny and made things happen for herself. Yeah, and it hadn’t all been sparkles and rainbows either. There was her agent leading her around by the ear and the odd casting director who wanted her to defile herself in one despicable way or another.
No one had complete control over their lives. And even the people who had gobs of money coming out of their ears had someone to answer to, whether it was their investors, the government, their mistresses, or their wives.
Laurell would settle for a smidgen of control. That’s why she’d decided that when this whole Hutch ordeal blew over, she was going to sit her butt down in a chair and finally write the novel that had been simmering in the back of her mind. Better late than never, right?
Focusing her attention on the road, Laurell looked for a mailbox, a street number, or any indication that she was headed in the right direction. The houses were so far apart out here, with acres of farmland between them, that she had no idea which ranch belonged to the reclusive hockey player.
Deep down, the wide open space appealed to her. It allowed her to breathe easier. Quiet reigned supreme instead of the constant sound of traffic and city noise. A person could actually hear themselves think.
Her GPS must be on the fritz because it had led her out to the middle of nowhere. It was beautiful, but nowhere nonetheless. She knew the directions couldn’t be right, but who was she to argue with technology? Getting lost on the country roads wasn’t part of her hastily thrown-together plan, but what else was new?
If this was the way to the Broken Branch Ranch, it was so far out of town that the sky became bluer and the sprawling green of the wide open spaces was too much to take in at first glance. To the east, the foothills provided a picturesque barrier along the valley. To the north, Mt. August and its white-capped peak sat like a crown, reaching up to touch the cottony clouds hovering above it.
Whether they held cows or horses, each pasture she passed was covered with lush green grass. The animals looked healthy and well-cared for. There were even a few yellow wildflowers scattered along the side of the road.
The landscape was such a contrast to Los Angeles that Laurell had to slow the second-hand car to take in the unspoiled beauty. The salesman could call it pre-owned until he was blue in the face, but the fact of the matter was that the car was used. U.S.E.D. Used and abused by someone else and traded in for her to snatch up at a discounted price.
Red Valley was a bustling city with all the amenities and attractions a person needed. But out here in the countryside, the land was untouched, a feast for the senses. Nature was at its most beautiful where humans left it alone to shine.
Laurell could actually hear birds chirping outside her car and she rolled down the window to get the full effect of their twittering song. The air was fresh here, untarnished by car exhaust and industrial pollution.
The city girl in her trembled at the idea of being so far from civilization—and Starbucks—but the romantic in her could appreciate the picturesque scenery.
Jesse Chaparrel must have specifically chosen this place as a retreat from the rigidity that came with playing a professional sport for a living. The location hinted at the value he put on his privacy, and that could be a problem for her. She was counting on his cooperation to get this assignment over as quickly and painlessly as possible. Hutch didn’t give two shits about people’s feelings, and he cared even less about their privacy.
Laurell had done all the research she could before coming here. Ignoring the handsome face grinning at her from his team headshots and promotional ads, she memorized everything she could about Jesse Chaparrel and prepared to dig deeper into his personal life once she came face-to-face with him. Besides his game stats and height and weight, there wasn’t much information about him online. Then again, she hadn’t expected to stumble upon his dirty secrets, all conveniently laid out on the internet either. She’d have to work for the story. Even though it wouldn’t be work she’d be proud of.
Unfortunately for her, it was the off-season, and nosing around the Ravens’ offices downtown wouldn’t get her anywhere, so she decided to head to the source. How else was she supposed to find out more about Jesse? He wasn’t on social media, made very few personal appearances for the team, and the only interviews he gave were the ones in the locker room after a game. The ones where he was sweaty and sickeningly handsome and said all the right things to appease the meddlesome reporters.
According to the all-knowing internet, he owned a ranch west of Red Valley. Showing up on his doorstep wasn’t the most subtle way to get what she needed, but Laurell had always been a believer in the direct approach, and there was no sense shying away from it now. Even if she had no idea what to say to him when she arrived.
Coming up with a believable excuse was easy if she was okay with stretching the truth a little. Bigger things were at stake than some pretentious athlete’s opinion of her.
Hopefully, the Broken Branch Ranch was somewhere up ahead. If not, she’d follow the rural backroad for another mile before turning back around.
There were a few cows dotting the fields here and there, and then Laurell came up to one standing next to the road with its head over the fence. Having never seen a cow up close before, she turned her head to look at it.
Except this wasn’t a normal cow. Not the black and white kind that represented bovines everywhere. This one was fluffy. A teddy bear with horns. And it just stood there, looking at her, blinking, its long hair nearly covering its big brown eyes.
What in the—
She was so startled that she didn’t even notice swerving off the road until she blinked and found herself careening into the ditch. She slammed on the brakes and cursed her stupidity.
The car tilted at an awkward angle, and when she turned the wheel and pressed down on the gas, the tires simply spun uselessly in the mud.
So, this was how it was going to be. One obstacle after the next.
Taking a deep breath, she unhooked her seatbelt so she could survey the damage. She managed to wrench her door open, and when she stepped out, her feet sunk into mud, all the way up to her ankles.
“Welcome to Red Valley,” she mumbled to herself as the mud seeped into her shoes.
She never wore heels. And the one time she did, they were ruined by what came out of the wrong end of a shaggy cow. Why had she worn heels on the long drive anyway?
To give her an advantage in case she met Jesse Chaparrel, that’s why. Maybe if he liked what he saw, he’d give her what she needed. Wishful thinking had her believing he’d take one look at how fantastic they made her legs look and spill all his secrets, easy as pie.
The shaggy cow lifted its snout and mooed out a hearty welcome.
Startled by the sound, Laurell whipped around, but her feet didn’t move with her body, and she ended up flat on her butt in the mud.
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A few minutes later, when a man rode up riding a horse, Laurell scrambled ungracefully to her muddy feet. 
Every western movie she’d ever watched flashed through her mind, bringing images of sweet-talking good ole boys who looked spectacular on their horse with the sun setting behind them, or looking even better shirtless, tossing bales of hay out of their dusty pickup truck.
The man came down the long driveway across from her car and Laurell figured the teddy bear masquerading as a cow probably belonged to him.
He dismounted and stepped towards her, the afternoon sun illuminating his handsome face. He let the reins drop and dangle on the ground as if he trusted the horse not to run away and leave him stranded.
Surprisingly, the horse stayed put and lowered its big head to chomp on a patch of grass.
As he came closer, Laurell swallowed hard.
It was him. The man she’d driven over 500 miles for.
Jesse Chaparrel.
She’d watched hours of video of him—playing hockey, skating warm-ups, giving those sweaty post-game interviews. He’d looked bigger in his hockey gear, but no less intimidating. The man standing in front of her was lean yet muscular and still a good foot taller than her.
He walked with a casual stride, slow and easy, like a confident cowboy. But when he was on the ice, boy, oh boy, he practically flew through the air, graceful and lightning-fast at the same time.
Who was this man? This chameleon of a human being who could transform himself to blend in with his environment?
He was magnificent, that’s what he was. And Laurell couldn’t keep her eyes off him.
So, Jesse Chaparrel was a part-time hockey player and a full-time modern-day cowboy.
He certainly dressed the part. He wore a button-down shirt that looked like it’d been through the wash a few million times. Or just long enough to make it look well-worn and butter-soft. Her fingers wanted to reach out and touch the fabric, even though she already knew what cotton felt like. The skin beneath all that softness would be fun to reach out and touch, too. Skin was skin, but she had a feeling his would feel exquisite beneath her fingers. What she wouldn’t give to explore all that hard male flesh with her tongue.
Laurell quickly scolded her libido for going on an inappropriate rampage. She was here to expose this man, not expose him.
Unaware that he’d walked into her spider web, his green eyes looked her over. “Are you all right, ma’am?” he asked. Concern creased between his eyebrows.
Even his voice was rugged.
“I…I don’t know.” She glanced over and took in the sight of her damaged car, down at her muddy feet, and then back over at the cowboy. She pointed to the culprit, and the shaggy cow shook its head like it was telling her, “Oh no, don’t go putting the blame on me!”
“What happened?”
“That cow was just standing there staring at me and—”
Jesse looked over at the offending bovine. “That’s Gracie.”
“Gracie? The cow has a name?”
“Of course. She’s my daughter’s.” The light went out of his eyes, but he blinked it away before she could wonder about it. “Gracie likes to greet everyone who drives by.”
Laurell blinked and shook her head. Was he really trying to tell her that that animal, that beast, had a personality? He must have been working out in the sun for too long. Or taken too many pucks to the head.
Up until today, she’d only ever thought of cows as medium rare or well done, between two buns, smothered in ketchup, mayonnaise, and pickles. Now she was learning that some fathers let their little girls keep them as pets and give them actual names. Things really did work differently out here in the country.
“Here, let’s get you out of that mud.” Jesse reached out a hand to her, but she wasn’t quite close enough to take it.
Laurell tried to walk forward, but the thick mud sucked at her shoes, throwing off her balance. She pitched forward and bumped her head on the corner of the still-open driver’s side door.
Splinters of pain shot across her forehead. She was seeing stars now. They might be more pleasant to look at than mud, but they made her stomach queasy
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