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      Rachel Donahue refrained from pulling her long fingers through her dark brown hair and instead sucked down a deep breath in an effort to stop herself from sounding as bitchy as she felt inside.  “What?  Why didn’t you call me?”

      It didn’t help.  Her voice still sounded shrill.

      The main reason why she needed to curb her inner bitch was because the receptionist, a pretty young thing with bleach blonde hair who looked to be barely twenty, had nothing to do with the fact that Rachel’s regular masseuse was unavailable.  The poor girl was merely the messenger.  Besides, this spa was supposed to be Rachel’s happy place, and here she was flooding it with negative vibes.  Not cool.

      “I’m sorry, Ms. Donahue.  We didn’t call because Mark made arrangements to have his shifts covered this week.”

      “So my appointment’s not cancelled—just no Mark?  Am I understanding this right?”

      “Yes.”  Thank God.  In the past five years in her job at Jordan Wealth Management, Rachel had discovered that she needed a weekly massage like a newborn needs milk.  Without it, she would likely die.

      Okay, so maybe it wasn’t that drastic, but on some days, it felt close.  A few months into her career, she’d begun getting severe headaches and, when Tylenol no longer cut it, she complained to her doctor.  It was stress related, yes, but it wasn’t just a stress headache.  Because Rachel carried all her tension in the muscles of her neck and her shoulders, it caused a sort of muscular gridlock that led to those lovely headaches.  Her doctor suggested relaxation techniques—a daily walk, a bubble bath, a little aromatherapy—but it was his recommendation of a weekly massage that had done the trick.  Rachel couldn’t control the stress she felt and she couldn’t take a bubble bath at work when the shit hit the fan—but she could keep a regular appointment.  They happened every Thursday evening at precisely seven PM.  The only exception was holidays, and that wasn’t by Rachel’s choice.  Her weekly massage appointment was more important than any other.  She could put off her hair appointment for several days, and she wouldn’t freak out if she had to find a new lady to do her nails, but Mark…Mark was her lifeline, for God’s sake.  She couldn’t cope throughout the week if not for that man’s deft fingers working out all the kinks in her muscles.  She’d come to depend on him.

      “So when will he be back?”

      The girl almost winced, as if afraid of delivering more bad news to Rachel.  “He seemed to think next week, but I don’t know.  He fractured his leg in multiple spots and has a cast on his right leg from the top of his thigh down to his toes.”

      Rachel felt her eyes grow wide.  “What the hell did he do?”

      “He was skiing.  I’m not sure what happened.  Maybe just zigged when he should have zagged.  We’re guessing he was probably having a little too much fun before he took in the slopes.”

      Colorado native or not, Rachel wasn’t a skier—and it was stories like those that convinced her to keep her feet in heels rather than on skis.  Granted, Mark might have been smoking a joint or drinking a couple of beers, but he was a regular skier just the same.  How were the not-so-nimble expected to fare when experts broke their bones in several places?  “Ouch.”

      The girl nodded and then said, “If you want to have a seat, Spike will be with you in a minute.”

      Once again, Rachel had to clench her jaw to refrain from saying anything—but it didn’t stop her from thinking it.  Spike?  What the hell?  Are we in middle school again?  She sucked in another breath, considering canceling her appointment.  This could not be good.  A guy named Spike was going to work on her?  But she felt the throbbing pain in her neck threatening to bring on a fresh headache, and she couldn’t relax her shoulders.  She had little choice.  Spike it was.  And, she reminded herself, the name should have surprised her.  Mark was a bit of a dude, so why wouldn’t his friends be, too?

      She was walking over to the small seating area that looked much like an indoor garden—rock walls and a small fountain in the corner, surrounded by pots of orchids and grasses.  It looked and smelled cool and beautiful, transporting her from the traffic and noise and even the snow falling outside, relaxing her mind in preparation for the same transformation in her body.  Before she could sit, though, she heard her name and turned.  The voice was male, which meant it was likely the guy named Spike calling her.

      Except her jaw nearly hit the floor when she turned and took in the guy standing in the muted hallway of the spa.  If Rachel had ever had a type, this guy checked all the boxes.  It wasn’t only that he was gorgeous—dark hair, Van Dyke beard, tall, lean, and muscular—but just the way he said her name with a deep, throaty purr woke up Rachel’s dormant lady parts.  If any man in recorded history was sex incarnate, it was this guy.

      Holy shit.  Did it just get hot in here?

      Rachel’s brain began working overtime, because she couldn’t remember the last time she’d been with a man.  Hell, she couldn’t even remember the last time she’d been on a date.  In an effort to earn a reputation as one of the best at the small company where she worked (not to mention helping enough clients that her earnings would pay off all her student loans before retirement), she’d been all work and no play.

      And then she wondered what the hell she even looked like—certainly not fresh like she did in the morning.  She’d had her long black hair pulled back into a business ponytail but it was likely looking disheveled by now.  Then she’d covered it with the hood from her coat to avoid the snow and hadn’t thought twice about how messy it might look because it was the end of the day and there was no one left to impress.  She’d been coming to see Mark, for heaven’s sake, not this Adonis who made her remember what her body had been created for.  Had she known, she might have smoothed down the tresses (or, hell, even taken her hair out of the rubber band) and slicked on a little red lipstick.

      But it was too late for any of that.  Thank goodness she’d shaved her legs this morning.  This gorgeous guy with the weird nickname Spike could be the world’s shittiest masseuse and she wouldn’t care.  His fingers could definitely be used for other things.

      Rachel almost shook her head, because she needed to stop thinking filthy inappropriate thoughts and get moving.  She’d stood there too long drooling at this man, acting like she’d just been hit by a bus.  She swallowed and forced herself to move.  Mr. Sexy—she was having a hell of a time thinking of him as Spike—said, “You heard about Mark?”

      Mark who?

      Oh, his voice.  It was deep but not too deep.  Deep enough that it caused vibrations to charge through her body, though.  It was smooth like chocolate but almost on the verge of gravelly, all qualities Rachel found sexy as hell on the right guy.  Oh, this encounter was fun.  Except for poor Mark.  Yes, unfortunately, it was thanks to Mark’s suffering that she had the opportunity to meet this tantalizing man.  “Yeah.  He broke his leg, right?”

      And then he smiled.  Oh.  Dimples, too.  And teeth that were whiter than the snow falling outside.  At this point, Rachel was considering skipping the massage so she could just enjoy flirting.  “Saying he broke his leg is like saying there’s just a little water in the Pacific.  The man destroyed it.  Multiple fractures and his leg was wrapped in the kind of cast I haven’t seen in years.  And crutches.  You’d think his leg had been trampled by an elephant.”

      “So what happened exactly?”

      “I’m not sure.  He went skiing over the weekend and blamed it on a freak accident.  He was probably smoking some weed that morning and it slowed his reaction time.  But I guess he wasn’t actually skiing when it happened.  He was in skis and on the slopes but—well, with Mark, you never know.”  He paused in front of the doorway to the room, and it felt to Rachel like time almost stood still.  But her breathing quickened, even though it was shallow, and she felt almost like she was floating.   “He failed to mention that you have the most captivating blue eyes.”

      And then Rachel found it hard to even breathe.  Mark had told this guy about her?  What the hell had he said?  And had Mark described to this man all the clients he’d be helping…or just her?  No way could she trust herself to say anything then, let alone give “Spike” any indication of where her thoughts were.  She let out a small “Thanks,” hoping it sounded as confident as she usually did.  She followed him into the room, feeling horrified once more.  This guy was going to see her naked.  Yes, head-to-toe naked.  And, if his brand of massage therapy was like Mark’s, that also meant full frontal.  This man who’d been conjuring up all manner of nasty thoughts…and he was going to be touching her body!

      Holy shit.

      But she couldn’t think about it.  She had to stop, because she was tingling all over and making herself nervous and excited all at the same time.  She could just see herself at a New Year’s Eve party, bursting with the kind of courage that comes from drinking an alcoholic beverage or two, pushing this guy into someone’s broom closet and making out with him for hours.  She suspected he was a great kisser and knew what to do with his tongue…

      Get your head on straight, woman.  This man’s a professional.
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