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As if Red Valley, California, wasn't hot enough in the summertime, Rachelle Vaughn's HOT ICE bumps up the thermometer a few more scorching degrees! 

Violet James has finally figured out what she’s good at. As a massage therapist, she provides relief and healing to people of all ages. When her newest client turns out to be injured Red Valley Ravens player Jace McQuaid, Violet has never seen such a fine specimen on her massage table before. Will she risk everything for a night of passion with one of hockey’s greatest legends?







  
  
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,


In the first three books of the Red Valley Ravens series, you met Ben, Nathan, and JD, smokin’ hot hockey players for the Red Valley Ravens. You went along for the ride as they found their true love in Ally, Sarah, and Lauren in unexpected places like hockey practice, a hair salon, and a wildlife refuge. But their teammates were left waiting on the bench!
Left winger Jace McQuaid has been nursing bitterness toward his ex-wife, who cleaned out his bank account and left him skeptical of love and women in general. Then he meets Violet James, a sultry massage therapist, hired to help rehabilitate him and get him off the injured reserve list.
As Violet massages him back to health and thaws the block of ice around his heart, Jace rethinks his stance on relationships. What Jace doesn’t know is that Violet is harboring a secret that just might destroy everything they’ve built together.
I hope you enjoy Hot Ice, the next installment in the Red Valley Ravens series. Please look for my next book in the series, Blind Ice, available now. To receive information about new releases, book giveaways and special offers subscribe to my newsletter.


Best wishes,
Rachelle Vaughn






  
  Chapter One
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Eggs and Roast


“Jesus, Jace, you need to get yourself some pussy,” Cody said around a mouthful of his veggie omelet. 
“Yeah, Jace,” Sebby agreed wholeheartedly from the seat next to him. “When’s zee last time you got laid?”
When Jace McQuaid had agreed to meet two of his teammates for breakfast that morning, he had no idea he was setting himself up for a ball-busting session. It wasn’t like professional hockey players had a reputation for being tactful and polite or anything, but this was just downright ridiculous. What did a guy have to do around here to enjoy his eggs in silence?
“Well?” Cody prompted, swallowing his food and washing it down with a noisy gulp of coffee.
Jace chewed his toast and thought about the question. Truthfully, he really couldn’t remember the last time he’d been laid. “I guess it’s been a while,” he admitted somberly.
“Ha!” Sebby smacked a hand on the table, rattling everyone’s plates and drawing several looks from the other diners in the little downtown cafe. “You hesitate. I knew it!”
Alexandre “Sebby” Sebastien was one of the goaltenders for the Red Valley Ravens hockey team and he’d been Jace’s teammate and best friend for well over a decade. Born and raised in Moscow, Sebby sported a thick Russian accent and, at his teammate’s amusement, often stumbled his way through the English language. Today, however, Sebby wasn’t having any trouble finding the right words to piss Jace off.
“Told ya,” Cody smirked at Sebby. “You owe me twenty bucks.”
Team captain, Cody “Cola” Lambert had no business critiquing Jace’s love life. The guy had it all—a beautiful wife and three great kids—and Jace envied him—just a little bit—for it.
Jace snarled at Cody. “Okay, when’s the last time you got laid?” he asked, turning his attention to Sebby, the Russian-born goaltender and his supposed best friend.
“Theez morning,” Sebby answered without blinking an eye. 
“You’re kidding.” Jace frowned and rubbed the stubble on his jaw. Of course the guy wasn’t joking. Sebby was a perpetual bachelor and had that sandy blonde hair and boyish good looks thing working for him. And chicks really loved his accent. Even if they couldn’t understand what he was saying half the time either. Too bad Jace didn’t have an exotic accent. He could just imagine the amount of women he’d have falling into his lap if he could curl his R’s.
“Nope,” Sebby replied. “No joke. Naomi came by before her shift at Green Canary.”
Jace rolled his eyes at Sebby’s smugness. “Okay. And what about you?” he asked, tipping his coffee in Cody’s direction.
“Last night,” Cody answered quickly.
“Last night?” Jace looked at Cody in horror. “But you’re married. And your wife just had a baby.”
Cody grinned. “Yup. Laina is awesome. Why do you think I married her, man?” he joked.
They all knew that wasn’t the reason, but for the sake of their conversation, Jace let it slide. He took a deep breath and toyed with the hash browns on his plate. Dolly’s Diner served the best breakfast in town, but all this pussy talk left a sour taste in his mouth.
Great, he sighed. It was official. He was a loser. Even his married teammates were having more sex than he was. That was downright unheard of and completely unacceptable in his opinion. 
What was his excuse again? Oh yeah. His dry spell might have had something to do with his ex-wife, Simone, who had single-handedly ruined his life. She was like a demonic Hoover. She ate money and spat out pure bitchiness and evil. Ugh. When was that gaping hole she sawed out going to fill itself in?
Jace looked around the restaurant, avoiding eye contact with his teammates. Two old-timers at the counter gripped greasy, laminated menus and argued about yesterday’s winning lottery numbers. The inside of the café smelled like burnt coffee, but the waitresses didn’t scowl at them when they asked for extra hash browns or extra bacon. Or extra everything. Hey, sex wasn’t the only thing hockey players had a ravenous appetite for.
Sebby’s coffee cup hadn’t reached below the halfway mark since the three of them had sat down. Noticing this, Cody chuckled with a shake of his head. “She sure is keepin’ your cup full.”
“I’d like to fill…her,” Sebby replied, searching for the right translation. The raised eyebrows of his teammates told him he’d gotten it right.
“That’s our Seb,” Cody said to Jace. “A glass-half-full kind of guy.”
The young waitress sidled up to their table again, topped off Sebby’s coffee, and ignored Cody’s. She’d already given the captain’s shiny gold wedding band a glance and even though Jace didn’t wear a ring, his scowl was enough to keep anyone away—even the most determined of gold diggers.
“Christ, I can’t believe you guys,” Jace grumbled, shaking his head in disbelief. He was still hung up on the fact that his sex life had merged over into the slow lane since his divorce.
“What?” Sebby asked, feigning innocence. “Trik Levine set me up with hot model who works at lingerie store in mall.”
Jace glared at Sebby, his lip curling in a sneer. “Why aren’t you and Levine sending any hot model chicks my way?”
Sebby shrugged. “You been…” he paused to find the right word in English, “…crotchy.”
Cody laughed out loud at Sebby’s choice of words and Jace scowled. Since when had breakfast with his buddies turned into the Comedy Central Roast of Jace McQuaid?
“I think the word you’re looking for is crotchety,” Cody informed Sebby.
“Yeah,” Sebby nodded at Jace. “Crotchety. Like old man.”
“Yeah,” Cody agreed. He looked at Jace and grimaced. “Sorry, man, but chicks don’t go for that crotchety thing.”
Jace leaned back in his chair and glared at his teammates. “You two are unbelievable.”
“I think the problem is that you’re too bitter,” Cody offered.
“Oh yeah?” Jace retorted, his mouth filling with sarcasm. “Well, maybe if I had a hot model chick modeling lingerie for me, I wouldn’t be so crotchety. You guys ever think of that?”
Cody’s look was skeptical. “You make things too…complicated.”
“How so?” Jace asked. He hadn’t asked for relationship advice from his teammates but was curious as to what brilliant ideas they had to bestow upon him on this fine February morning.
“I don’t know,” Cody answered. “You just do. I wouldn’t be surprised if you made a chick sign a prenup before you took her out for drinks.”
Jace huffed, finished off his milk, and slammed the empty glass on the table. “Yeah, let’s see how you act after being screwed up the wazoo by a money-hungry, gold-digging, devil woman. Talk to me when Laina,” he shot a piercing look at Cody, “or some hot model chick,” he shot an equally cold look at Sebby, “takes you for everything you’ve got. Then we’ll finish this conversation.”
“See,” Cody looked at Sebby and they exchanged a knowing look. “Bitter.”
Seb nodded in agreement. “And crotchety.”
Jace threw some cash on the table and stood up. “I’m out.”
Cody groaned and threw his hands up in the air. “Don’t get all crybaby on us, Ace. We’re just saying you need to let loose and get laid. No strings attached.”
“Yeah,” Sebby chimed in, liking the idea. “Just sex.”
Jace shook his head. “There is no such thing as no-strings-attached.” He should know. Women always wanted something and it usually had the face of a dead president printed on it.
“All right,” Cody shrugged. “Have it your way. Home alone wanking your own crank.”
“That’s not how it is,” Jace argued.
“I’m just sayin’, man. It’s time you quit moping around about Simone and let your dick do the talking. How long’s it been? A year? More?”
Jace sighed and wondered how breakfast with the guys had become a session with Dr. Ruth. He sat back down with a huff and turned the empty milk glass around in circles. “It’s been a year and a half since the divorce.”
“Ah, man!” Sebby slapped his knee with gusto.
“It’s been plenty long enough, Jace,” Cody said gently.
Jace scraped his hand over his face. “Lay off, all right? I’ve had a lot of shit on my plate.”
“Don’t make excuses, old man. It just makes you sound pathetic.”
The words stung. At thirty-seven, Jace was one of the Ravens’ oldest players. The guys never failed to give him a bad time about his age, but Jace loved the sport so much he’d play it from a rocking chair if he had to. He probably would, too. He’d just slap some blades on the rockers and have somebody give him a nice strong push out onto the ice.
Jace cringed at the rocking chair image he’d conjured up in his head. Pathetic. Downright pathetic.
“Not all women are out to get you, Ace,” Cody added. “Some are just out to get some,” he explained.
“If you say so.” Jace devoured the rest of his hash browns and after a moment of silence asked, “Am I really that bitter?”
Cody looked Jace in the eye. “Lil’ bit.”
“Cut me some slack, will ya?” The hash browns sat like a brick in his stomach. Why had he sat back down? Because Jace McQuaid didn’t tuck tail and run the other way when things got dicey. Especially with his teammates. “Besides,” he added, “it’s too early in the morning for your bullshit.” Jace looked at his watch. “Hell, it’s not even ten a.m. yet.”
“It’s never too early to help out our buddy Ace McQuaid’s love life,” Cody said with a smirk.
“I don’t have time for a love life. I’ve gotta get healthy again, guys.” His high pain tolerance and sheer stubbornness had allowed him to play through injuries that should have stopped him otherwise, but his sore shoulder had earned him an unwanted place on the injured reserve list and he’d missed the last few games. He’d played through the pain for the beginning of the season until his coach sat him out to “save him for the big playoff push.” Jace cringed just thinking about it. It was a bunch of bullshit as far as he was concerned.
Usually, his knee was what gave him trouble. But now his shoulder was acting up after an awkward hit into the boards. Jace wished his body would just stick to one part that it wanted to shoot to hell instead of generously spreading the love around.
Claiming a spot on the injured reserve list wasn’t his idea of fun. If the damn doctors would just clear him already, he could get his career back on track. What did the doctors and trainers know anyway? Jace would play with his bones sticking through his skin if they’d let him.
“Are you cleared to play in the Carolina game?” Cody asked, signaling to the waitress he was out of coffee.
“No,” Jace answered on a sigh. “I’m out for a couple more weeks.” Absently, Jace rubbed his knee. “The shoulder isn’t one hundred percent yet.”
Cody winced. “Sorry, bud. I’ve been sliced and diced more times than I can count, but knock on wood,” he said rapping his knuckles on the Formica tabletop, “I’ve never had to miss a road trip.”
“Well,” Jace said thoughtfully. “The league doesn’t have much need for pretty boys like us, so guys are always trying to make us as toothless and hideous as they are.”
Cody took out his false teeth and grinned a toothless smile.
Jace shook his head. “Missing teeth and you still manage to look like a movie star.”
Cody put his teeth back in. “Speaking of movie star good looks, did you hear that JD and Lauren are getting married?”
“Good for them,” said Sebby. His attention drifted away from the table and focused on their young blonde waitress as she maneuvered around tables with a tray of food. A woman didn’t need fancy lingerie to entice a man.
Great, Jace thought to himself, Sebby’s probably lining up another conquest for tonight. Hot lingerie store clerks, curvy waitresses… No one was safe.
“That’s cool,” Jace said about his teammate JD’s engagement. “As long as he makes her sign a prenup,” he added with a mumble. Bitterness held in his voice. He had no doubt JD and Lauren would have a happy life together. Lauren was a sweet girl and Jace didn’t think she had it in her to rip JD’s heart out and take him for everything he had. At least not on purpose anyway.
Cody started to laugh, but one look at Jace and he knew his teammate was serious.
Jace pushed his plate away and stood up. It was time to leave this scene in the dust.
“Jace, don’t leave in a pissy mood,” Cody pleaded, still waiting for his refill.
“Can’t stay,” Jace replied gruffly. “I’ve got an appointment. See you bastards later.”
Jace grabbed a coffee to go and strode out of the restaurant and into the blustery winter day.






  
  Chapter Two
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Check Engine


In the middle of downtown Red Valley, Violet James’ Volkswagen Jetta began to sputter and cough. Frantically she scanned the street for a parking space and, with a little help from the near gale-force wind, coasted into a vacant spot next to the curb just as the engine died. 
She looked at the dash for some indication of what was wrong, but all the gauges played dead. Groaning, she turned the key in the ignition, but nothing happened.
“Great,” she muttered and banged her head against the steering wheel. Why did the worst things always happen when you were already running late?
When she looked up, the ‘check engine’ light flickered and then the little gas pump light lit up.
“Ah, now you tell me,” she groaned, blaming the light.
Despite having a handy dandy little gas level gauge that was specifically for the sole purpose of warning her about her tank level, Violet was officially out of gas.
Mondays really were the worst day of the week.
How could she be so stupid? She normally didn’t forget important things like keeping her car filled with gas. But in Violet’s defense, Patricia did have her running around town like a chicken with its head cut off. When Violet had agreed to go into business with her best friend, she had no idea Pats would rule with an unwavering iron fist and enforce an inflexible schedule of appointments.
Violet glared at the gas light on the dashboard. Too bad she’d decided not to spring for the roadside assistance coverage on her auto insurance policy. The extra five bucks a month didn’t seem like such a waste of money now.
There was only one thing left to do. Violet dug her phone out of her purse, bit the bullet, and dialed Patricia’s number. 
“Hello, you’ve reached Patricia Liles of Healing Touch Massage Therapy…”
With a heavy sigh, Violet disconnected the call. It was no use. When Patricia didn’t answer her phone, it usually meant she was with a client. Then again, when wasn’t she with a client? She kept the appointment book at Healing Touch scheduled to the max.
But thanks to Patricia’s perseverance, their massage business was working its way out of the red. They were doing so well that Violet could finally afford a vacation. That is, if Patricia let her clear her schedule long enough to take one. Fat chance.
Just in case Lady Luck was on her side this morning, Violet tried to start the car one more time. Nope. Out of sheer determination and probably a dash of spite, the gas light continued to glow. No pennies from heaven today.
Violet contemplated the other people in her life whom she could call for help. Her parents were out of town celebrating their thirtieth wedding anniversary and her three brothers were scattered all over the country. Jeremy was on tour with his band, Brayden was in Sacramento scoping out classic cars for the family business and Tanner was most likely elbow-deep in a game of blackjack at the newly remodeled casino in Baker’s Bluff. Violet wouldn’t call her brothers anyway because they’d never let her hear the end of it. And frankly, Tanner was just as unreliable as her gas gauge.
That only left one person.
Phillip.
No freakin’ way. Violet would rather walk a hundred miles in the cold bone-rattling wind than call Phillip Krandall for help. Even if he did drop everything to help her—which he most definitely would not—she’d have to hear all about how irresponsible she was and how she regularly shrugged off her responsibilities—which she most certainly did not, thank you very much. She most definitely was not in the mood for her fiancé’s holier-than-thou attitude and long-winded lectures.
Lord knows she didn’t need one more reason to question their strained relationship. Doubts about Phillip were already accumulating like dirty laundry in a frat house.
Left with no other choice, Violet grabbed her purse and swung open the car door. The wind disagreed and slammed the door shut, nearly smashing her fingers in the process. Violet yelped and sat back in the seat.
This was not going to end well. Her office was at least three or four miles away and she might blow away before she even got there. Too bad she’d forgotten to wear her cement shoes today.
Just in case her luck had changed during the last ten seconds, Violet tried Patricia’s number again. Nope. No answer. She wracked her brain for an alternative, but there just wasn’t one. She was going to have to battle the wind and hoof it.
Violet looked down at her thin windbreaker and even thinner polo shirt underneath. Windbreaker, huh? She’d see about that. She zipped up the jacket and a few inches up, the zipper decided to stick. She tugged and tugged and then the bottom section under the zipper split open. She pulled the zipper back down and tried again. Same thing. Instead of zipping the jacket closed, she was zipping it open. This was just her luck.
Giving up the ghost, she left the jacket halfway zipped—which was better than nothing—and took a deep breath. On the count of three, she pried the door open and climbed out of the car.
Instantly, the fierce wind cut through the thin jacket and froze her to the bone. She pulled the windbreaker closed and secured it the only way she could by folding her arms across her chest.
The sidewalks were deserted and she half expected to see a tumbleweed blow across the street. She was glad she hadn’t worn a skirt today or she’d definitely be having a Marilyn Monroe moment a la The Seven Year Itch right about now.
Granules of sand pelted her face and eyes. After walking a few feet, her nose and ears felt like they were going to break off.
Violet clutched the windbreaker around her body, put her head down, and began the long trudge down the street toward the nearest gas station.

      [image: ]Jace stepped out of the downtown coffee shop and into the freezing February wind. Burr, it was nippy outside. 
Red Valley, California was notorious for its sweltering hot summers, cold winters, and generally unpredictable weather. It was the perfect location for a hockey team. Good ice in the winter and plenty of local recreational opportunities during the off-season.
Speaking of recreational opportunities, Jace thought to himself, he obviously wasn’t taking advantage of them in the same way his teammates were. It was easy to blame his crazy schedule during the season or his various injuries, but the simple truth was that he just couldn’t shake the bad taste his ex-wife Simone had left him with—even if it was for a quick no-strings-attached roll in the hay.
Jace looked across the street at his SUV parked at the curb and the wind whipped through his hair. Man, it really was cold outside this morning. He was glad he’d found a parking spot near the café and didn’t have to hoof it from the public parking lot a block away.
Just before he decided to make a break for his vehicle, a movement to his right caught his eye. Glancing over, he saw a woman walking toward him on the sidewalk. She looked frozen solid from trudging into the wind and was rubbing her bare hands together in a futile attempt to create warmth. It was easy to tell she hadn’t dressed with a morning stroll in mind. Between her lightweight windbreaker and thin khaki pants, no amount of rubbing was going to penetrate the numbing wind chill factor.
Jace hissed out a breath.
Rubbing? Penetrate? Damn his teammates. Now he had sex on the brain.
As she came closer, Jace eyed the curvy body the woman’s windbreaker was doing nothing to hide. Despite the wind, her stride was confident and her hips swayed with the kind of sensual rhythm that made Jace swallow hard. He could definitely see himself enjoying some recreational activities with a woman like that.
When the woman was within earshot, Jace smiled warmly at her and narrowed his eyes. “Good morning,” he said, the wind blowing his words in her direction.
She continued walking by him, not breaking her stride.
Distress plus damsel equaled…well, Jace didn’t know what it equaled, but he couldn’t stand by and watch someone struggle, especially in the freezing cold.
He turned on his heel and asked her backside, “Hey, do you need a ride?” 

      [image: ]When she realized the man was speaking to her, Violet stopped mid-step and spun around. “Huh?” she asked, her breath coming out in a white puff that the wind greedily snatched away. 
It was nice having the wind at her back, if even for a brief moment while she found out what the man wanted.
Before he could speak, a gust of wind pushed her toward him. To stop from being pushed smack dab into his chest, she put on the brakes, her toes digging into the sidewalk.
When he closed the distance between them, she looked into his blue eyes. Wow, those were the kind of eyes you only saw looking down on you from a movie screen. The kind that raised more questions than answers.
The wind made her wobble and he reached out and grabbed her elbow to steady her. “Would you like a ride?” he asked. He was holding a paper coffee cup and the steam swirled from the cup, mocking her.
His hand was still on her elbow and he released it when she steadied herself. The wind whipped her hair into her mouth and he reached out to brush the strands away. The movement was much too intimate to share with a stranger on the sidewalk.
Violet shook away any inappropriate feelings of warmth and intimacy and took a step back. The wind pushed at her back, trying to make her falter again, but she held her ground and pushed the hair from her face.
“A ride? Oh, uh…no thanks,” she answered, pulling her coat tighter around her body. She silently cursed her jacket’s faulty zipper. What was the world coming to? Zippers—not to mention gas gages—had only one function to perform. And today, she was 0 for 2.
She took another step back from the could-be criminal. Hey, a girl couldn’t be too careful, even when a man was as attractive as this guy was.
“You sure?” he asked, looking up at the white sky. “It’s not exactly walking weather.” He gave her his best smile and shoved his free hand into the pocket of his expensive-looking coat.
“I’m just going a couple of blocks,” Violet told him.
He nodded but made no move to walk away.
Since he didn’t seem to be in a hurry, Violet considered his offer and tilted her head to look him over. He didn’t look like a criminal. In fact, he looked oddly familiar like she’d seen him before, but she couldn’t quite pinpoint exactly where. He looked too athletic to be a movie star and what would a celebrity be doing in downtown Red Valley in the middle of winter anyway?
Although he wasn’t trying to look wealthy on purpose, he looked it all the same. His shoes looked expensive, his jeans designer, and his coat was definitely not off the rack. He looked casual, but in an “I could walk right onto a photo shoot and fit in” sort of way.
He had jet-black hair that was not too long and not too short, broad shoulders, and a muscular chest. If it weren’t for the scar near his mouth, he might have been too good looking. The scar pumped up his masculinity several more notches and added a roughness to his looks. And the more the wind mussed up his hair, the sexier it looked.
When her gaze reached his eyes, Violet looked into them, searching. For what, she didn’t know. They were beautiful eyes. An intense blue, the color of the ocean around those beautiful remote islands that only celebrities could afford to travel to.
Then Violet noticed that those eyes were, gulp, looking back at her. Instantly she flushed because he’d caught her right in the middle of her ogle-fest and there was nothing she could do about it. 
His full lips turned up into a smile and she couldn’t help but smile back. 
She blinked the grit from her eyes and cleared the lust from her throat. “Okay,” she said with a shrug. “I could use a ride.”
The cold must have frozen over the part of her brain where she knew she wasn’t supposed to accept rides in cars with strange men. But the thing was, there was absolutely nothing strange about the man on the sidewalk in front of her. Sexy and potent, yes, but definitely nothing strange.
“I’m parked right over here,” he told her and started across the street.
She followed him, shivering from the cold and unrelenting wind. “I appreciate this.” She barely finished her sentence when she noticed the black vehicle the remote on his keychain had unlocked. It was the Porsche’s version of an SUV, the Cayenne Turbo. Violet’s eyes widened and she whistled. “Sweet ride.”
This man could be anyone, but she took comfort in the fact that at least he didn’t drive a van with blacked-out windows. A Porsche she could justify.
Maybe he was a celebrity after all. If her brothers and dad had taught her anything about cars, she knew that not just any old Regular Joe drove a Porsche.
“Thanks,” he said and climbed behind the wheel.
Violet opened the passenger door and gripped it carefully so that the wind wouldn’t bang it against the parking meter. When she slid into the black leather seat, it molded around her in pure, delicious luxury. The people at Porsche sure knew how to design a car.
When she looked down to secure the seatbelt, Violet noticed her nipples poking through her bra and shirt.
Yikes.
She pulled the windbreaker closed, hoping the man hadn’t noticed her involuntary headlights. No amount of bra padding could stand up to the ferocity of the Red Valley air currents.
When he settled into the seat next to her, Violet noticed how big the man was. He was at least 6’2’’ and probably weighed around 225 lbs. She wondered how she hadn’t noticed him when she first walked by him on the sidewalk.
Oh, that’s right. Because her eyeballs were frozen. 
The wind howled outside the car and suddenly Violet was glad she wasn’t outside in the elements anymore.
One thing was for certain, the wind hadn’t blown the man’s scent away because she could smell his aftershave from the driver’s seat. It was spicy yet sporty with a hint of the exotic thrown in for good measure.
Like he needed any more help on the sexiness scale, she thought with a sigh.
His long legs stretched out and he had absolutely no trouble reaching the gas pedal like she did sometimes. Her brothers were always giving her shit about how close she moved the seat up to the steering wheel. “Like an old Granny with her nose pressed against the windshield,” they teased her.
Pushing away thoughts of her pesky brothers, Violet continued her perusal of the man beside her. At the top of the man’s long legs, his coat fell away to reveal muscular thighs underneath dark denim jeans.
Violet gulped. He must do a lot of lunges and squats when he wasn’t giving women rides across town in his fancy SUV.
His hands were big, too, she noticed and he rested his palms comfortably on the leather steering wheel. Fascinated, Violet watched as he ran his hand through his hair and wondered if it was as soft as it looked.
He started the car—which most likely had a full tank of gas, Violet was sure of it—and cranked up the heater. “Where to?” he asked.
“Uh, Healing Touch on Spruce Street,” she answered, tearing her gaze from his big, manly hands.
Sheesh, this cold weather was really wreaking havoc on her system. And her libido. First, she’d accepted a ride from a complete stranger, and then she had the nerve to blatantly check him out from head to toe like he was some piece of meat at the grocery store.
Indifferent to or unaware of her ogling, the man pulled away from the curb and into traffic.
When the warm air from the heater vent blasted Violet’s face, she was relieved to start feeling her extremities. She wanted to crawl into the vent and wait there until winter passed and she could feel her fingers and toes again.
“I really appreciate this,” she said again, basking in the warm air.
“Like I said, it’s no problem. I’m going that direction anyway.”
He had a great voice, too, to go along with those great big hands of his. His voice was smooth and confident and gave her shivers where there shouldn’t be any.
“This is a great car,” Violet commented and pulled her mind firmly out of the gutter.
“Thanks.”
Silence settled between them. The heater was the only sound inside the car and Violet wondered what kind of music he would be listening to if he hadn’t decided to give her a ride. Before she could give it much thought, he broke the silence after stopping at a red light.
“So, what’s your story?” he asked. He glanced over at her and his blue eyes pinned her to the seat. “Did you just decide it was a nice day for a stroll?” Just about everyone in California owned a car, so he didn’t think lack of transportation was her problem. “Or are you having car trouble?”
Violet tried to hide her embarrassment, but her cheeks turned a rosy shade of pink. “Car trouble. That’s a nice way of putting it,” she said through a nervous laugh. “It’s kind of embarrassing actually. My car ran out of gas a couple of blocks from here. I was running around doing errands all morning and I guess I lost track of the gas gauge,” she explained.
The flimsy excuse made her sound like an airhead and she hated herself for it. Her brothers would never let her live this down. Then she just wouldn’t tell them about it. What they didn’t know couldn’t be used against her.
“I’d be happy to take you to the gas station,” he offered. “There’s one on Alder Street.”
“Thanks, but no.” Violet glanced at the clock on the dash. “I’m on my way to work and I’m already running late as it is.” Great. Patricia was going to tear her a new one for today’s debacle.
“Okay. Well, I’m glad you changed your mind and accepted a ride, or you’d probably be a Popsicle by now.”
Violet shivered at the thought. By the time she’d reached him on the sidewalk, she’d already been halfway there. “Yeah. Wasn’t it just 90 degrees last week?”
“Feels like it.” That was Red Valley for you. Northern California was one case of extreme weather after another. “We never get much of a fall,” he pointed out. “Or a spring for that matter.” 
So, he was local and not just some out-of-town celebrity who cruised the streets for airheaded women.
Speaking of extremes, Violet was beginning to heat up. Really heat up. Suddenly, a warming sensation spread beneath her bottom and she couldn’t quite figure out how her butt had become so wonderfully toasty.
“Huh?” she said out loud shifting around in her seat. Sure, the sound of his voice made her feel all warm and fuzzy inside, but…
He raised an eyebrow at her wiggle-worm routine and then it finally dawned on him. “Seat warmer,” he explained with that lopsided smile that notched up her body temperature a few degrees more.
“Oh,” she smiled back. “Thank you. That feels really nice.”
She looked over at him and stole another glance at his face while his eyes were focused on the road. His profile was strong like the rest of him. It looked like he’d shaved that morning, but a dark sprinkling of stubble was already starting to show on his strong jaw. The way his hair fell over his brow made a woman want to reach right over and smooth it away.
Violet shoved the thoughts away and scolded herself. What had gotten into her today? These inappropriate thoughts were unsettling as well as reprehensible.
Thankfully, he pulled the SUV up to her office before she could imagine him out of that fabulous coat of his.
He pulled as close to the entrance as he could so she wouldn’t have far to walk. Not only was he a good Samaritan, but he was also considerate. Violet appreciated his thoughtfulness.
“Thanks again for the ride.”
“Not a problem.”
She reached for the door handle, ready to dash for the warm office. She couldn’t bear to lose her core temperature again. 
For a split second though, she hesitated to get out of the car. Not just because of the freezing wind outside, but because she liked his company. It wasn’t often she found herself in a fancy car with someone who possessed such magnetism and masculine prowess. But she had to get to work before Patricia had a conniption fit.
Before she could change her mind, she opened the door and stepped out into the wind.
What an incredible turn of events. This morning her car had left her stranded and then she’d been rescued by the most handsome man she’d ever seen.
The car door shut with an expensive sound and Violet hurried toward the warm comfort awaiting her inside Healing Touch.






  
  Chapter Three
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Healing Touch


When she pushed past the door of Healing Touch and into the lobby, Violet was instantly surrounded by delicious warmth. As usual, Patricia had the heater cranked up to the Sahara Desert setting. It usually annoyed her, but today Violet welcomed the heat after her morning excursion in the bone-rattling cold. 
Violet and Patricia had spent the past five years developing and growing their massage therapy practice and Violet still felt a sense of pride every time she saw their logo on the door. When they started out, they were barely able to pay their rent space and slowly but surely built up enough clients to break even and eventually make a profit.
Violet had met Patricia at The Muscle Therapy Institute of Northern California where they became quick friends. Between Violet’s passion and natural talent for massage and Patricia’s determination and brains for business, the two had managed to create an oasis of overall relaxation and wellness for the community of Red Valley.
The office was decorated in muted earth tones and Zen music played softly in the background. Patricia’s lucky bamboo plant sat in its usual place on the counter. A variety of green potted plants and lush ferns were painstakingly arranged around the waiting area. The relaxing décor was Patricia’s doing because Violet couldn’t keep a cactus alive even if her life depended on it.
“Nice day for a stroll, huh, Pats?” Violet joked through her numb lips. The short dash inside from the parking lot had left her cold again.
Patricia looked up from the front desk with a look of confusion contorting her lean face. Patricia wore the same polo shirt and slacks uniform as Violet and her soccer mom haircut was meticulously smoothed and hair sprayed into place. “Not particularly,” she answered. “What are you talking about?”
Violet draped her arms over the counter and Patricia frowned. “You’ll never believe what happened to me this morning.”
Patricia rolled her eyes. “You weren’t abducted by aliens, were you?”
“No.” More like a tall drink of athletic water. And he hadn’t technically abducted her. He’d just been at the right place at the right time. With the right amount of sex appeal to jumpstart her libido back to life.
No, Violet chastised herself. She wasn’t allowed to think about that.
“My car ran out of gas, so I had to walk partway here. Thankfully, someone was nice enough to drive me the rest of the way.” Violet rubbed her hands together as her circulation began circulating again. Man, what a morning.
“You got a ride from a stranger?” Patricia asked in horror. “Violet, what have I told you about—”
“He was a…a Good Samaritan,” Violet cut in, falling short of doing justice to the magnificent male specimen who had come to her rescue.
Huh. She hadn’t even gotten his name. Dang it. That was unfortunate. It would have been nice to put a name to that face. And body. And those hands…
“Are you okay?” Patricia asked with the motherly tone she always used with her five-year-old son, Carter.
“Yeah.” Violet took off her coat and then panic gripped her. “I’m not late, am I?” She glanced over at the clock in the waiting area and it read 10:24. Patricia was motherly, but she’d skin Violet’s hide if she was even a minute late.
“No,” Patricia replied sounding almost disappointed. “As a matter of fact, your 10:30 hasn’t even arrived yet.” That definitely disappointed her. Clients who were late threw the entire schedule into a tailspin. “Since we have a few minutes, can I talk to you in the office for a quick second?”
“Sure. I need to put my coat away anyway.”
In the office, Violet hung up her useless excuse for a jacket and stashed her purse in the bottom drawer of the desk. She combed through her auburn hair with her hands before pulling it back into a messy ponytail. 
Patricia came in behind her and sat down at the desk while Violet stood. 
“So, how’s your friend Dennie?” Violet asked.
Patricia huffed. “Friend doesn’t belong in that sentence, Violet, and you know it.”
After Patricia and her husband, John, had separated, Patricia went on a date with Dennie after meeting him at a coffee shop. Patricia thought he was harmless enough, but after only one date, Dennie quickly became obsessed. When she told him things
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