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Dear Readers,
KISS OF AN ANGEL (formerly HEAVEN’S GIFT) was originally published back in 1995. I loved this story back then, and after reading it again now, I’m still in love with the characters and story-line, which revolves around a guardian angel who is sent back to earth to protect her childhood sweetheart and soulmate. It’s the kind of romance that is timeless, even though the world, and technology, has changed so much since then. Over the years, I’ve had a lot of requests from readers who have looked for the book, but weren’t able to find it in stores or online. I’m thrilled that I’m able to bring it to readers now in eBook format, and hope you enjoy watching these star-crossed lovers find the happily-ever-after they deserve.
Sincerely,
Janelle Denison
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Amanda Hamilton slipped into the viewing room and smiled at her angel Superior. “I’m ready to be sent back to earth for my next mission, Mary.”
“Good.” Mary motioned Amanda to the viewing portal, which enabled the Superiors to observe occurrences on earth. “We seem to be short on guardian angels today, and of course nothing is going as planned. It seems He has made some adjustments in our schedule.”
“Where will I go?” Amanda asked.
“You’re to become a guardian angel to that little boy.”
Before the crisp images could materialize in the portal, Christopher, another Superior, barged into the viewing room. “Excuse me, Mary,” he cut in breathlessly, “but an emergency has arisen.”
Mary frowned at the interruption. “What is it, Christopher?”
“It’s John Tyler Rafferty. His life is in jeopardy.”
The familiar name caught Amanda’s attention, and she listened to their conversation with sudden interest.
“J.T.? Oh, my, that does present a problem.” Mary’s delicate brows furrowed in dismay. “Things are progressing with him faster than we expected.”
“Yes, and we need to get a guardian to him immediately. Look.” With a wave of his hand, a scene appeared in the viewing portal.
A man sat atop his horse, working to extract a bulky pine tree blocking the flow of water down a creek. The rope running between the horn of the man’s saddle and the trunk of the tree stretched taut. Grabbing the rope with gloved hands, he spoke a soft command to the horse, urging him forward. The horse snorted and labored against the heavy weight of the timber, dragging the tree parallel to the shore with the help of his rider. The rush of trapped water quickly filled the creek and surged toward the pasture.
Glancing toward the dismal sky, the man scowled at the gray, bloated clouds heading his way, a sure warning of an oncoming storm.
Amanda’s breath caught in her throat as she glimpsed the face of her eternal soulmate. Mesmerized, she stepped closer to the portal, cataloguing Johnny’s rough-hewn features beneath the brim of his hat. Before he returned his gaze to his chore, she caught the cold remoteness in his green eyes, a loneliness that made her ache for him.
She hadn’t seen him in years—sixteen to be exact—but the rapid span of heavenly time made the tragic car accident that had claimed her life seem like only yesterday. He’d been a boy of nineteen then, working on his father’s ranch, with the hard-edged promise of becoming a lean and muscular man. They’d been childhood sweethearts, deeply in love and so full of dreams and promises—until fate had interfered and sent her on to the next plateau to wait for him.
Sliding off the horse, he deftly untied the rope from the saddle, then made his way to the base of the tree, half hidden beneath the heavy underbrush lining the creek. Squatting, he loosened the knot he’d made around the trunk.
A gust of wind whipped the hat off his head, sending it tumbling across the meadow. He spared the battered Stetson a quick glance but didn’t give chase. Instead, he flipped the collar of his wool coat up around his ears and continued with his task. The breeze tugged through his sable hair, rumpling it around his head.
Behind Johnny, a figure dressed in a large, bulky jacket approached, his face obscured by the hood covering his head. He held a two-by-four in his left hand. At first Amanda thought he was there to help, until he raised the board and slammed it into the back of Johnny’s skull with one savage strike.
Amanda sucked in a breath as her soul mate crumpled to the ground, his head falling precariously close to the rapidly rising water in the creek. “Johnny!” she gasped, unable to keep the panic from her voice. She looked up at her Superiors. “What’s going on?”
“Nothing for you to worry about,” Mary assured her, placing a comforting hand on her shoulder. “Christopher, send Jay to protect J.T.”
Christopher shifted on his feet. “That’s the problem. Jay hasn’t returned from his last mission yet.”
“Then send Corey.”
“He, too, is unavailable.”
Mary sighed tiredly and rubbed her forehead. “And I suppose Tanner is indisposed as well?”
“Yes. We can always send Jeff, but you know how he tends to get on one’s nerves with his knowledge of chemistry. He’s hardly fit for this mission.”
As her Superiors argued over who they should send, Amanda stepped closer to the portal, her heart thudding with uncharacteristic heaviness in her chest. She watched the unidentified man administer a sharp slap to the rump of the untethered horse with the board, spooking the animal into galloping away. Then he hoisted himself up on his own chestnut, and with a vicious kick to the horse’s sides he bolted away.
The cruel man intended to leave Johnny, she realized—leave him to die in the sleet storm just beginning to break. Icy rain swirled in the wind and settled over his limp body, blanketing him in a deep chill that would eventually kill him, if the water from the creek didn’t rise over his head and drown him first. A weak puff of condensation from his parted lips indicated the swift drop in temperature. His breathing slowed to an alarming, comatose state. The urgent need to save Johnny swelled within Amanda.
Making a split-second decision, she whirled to face her Superiors. “Send me.”
They both stared at her incredulously. Then Mary smiled softly. “That’s impossible.”
“You know I’ll protect him well.”
“Amanda,” Mary said slowly, “sending you to protect your childhood sweetheart, the man you’re waiting to be joined with, is a conflict of interest.”
Christopher leaned close to Mary and whispered out of the corner of his mouth, “We have no one else to send and this is an emergency.”
Amanda knew Mary was right. She had no business meddling in her soulmate’s life, but she couldn’t help wanting to be with Johnny again, if only for a little while. She’d left her mortal life so suddenly, there had been no opportunity to say good-bye to him, and it would be years yet before they were joined again. The thought of being with him, touching him, overwhelmed her. “Please assign me this mission,” she pleaded.
Mary’s lips pursed in disapproval. “It’s too risky,” she said to Christopher. “J.T. is still deeply in love with Amanda. You know his soul and Amanda’s are matched for eternity and they'll be reunited after he passes from earth.” She gave him a pointed look. “He’s not due to join us for another fifty-two years. If Amanda botched this mission because of her feelings for J.T., we’d have to answer to our Superior. I don’t think He’d be too happy to find out we’ve broken the heavenly law.”
“In this case I would think He’d understand,” Christopher countered, exasperated. “J.T. Rafferty must not die, and without a guardian angel he will surely do just that, lying in freezing temperatures with a bleeding head wound and a concussion!”
Mary hesitated, glancing from J.T. to Amanda.
“We can suppress her memory of everything she knows of her past with him,” Christopher suggested.
“I don’t like this one bit. Suppressing her memory is too risky.”
“We don’t have a choice. We must act immediately, and Amanda is the only one available.”
“Very well,” Mary said on a reluctant sigh. “But she must remember nothing about her past with J.T., only that she must protect him.”
Amanda listened to her Superiors, holding back the urge to object to their plan to suppress her memory. The thought of the treasured memories she’d shared with J.T. being erased, even if only for a short time, alarmed her.
“It’s only temporary, Amanda, until the mission is complete,” Mary said, as if reading her thoughts. “Come here so we can block your memory and properly equip you for this assignment.”
Amanda took a deep breath, reassuring herself that even without the recollection of her time on earth with J.T., in her heart she would always love him. He was, after all, her soulmate.
Obeying her Superior, she stood in front of Mary and closed her eyes.
The heavy weight of Mary’s hand settled on her shoulder and her body tingled from head to toe, as she was supplied with the background and identity of Caitlan Daniels for her new mission.
“Hurry along,” Mary said after the moment had passed. “J.T. doesn’t have much time. Oh, and here is your medallion.” She produced a gold chain with a shiny gold piece attached and dropped it onto Caitlan’s palm. “Use it sparingly. Only in dire emergencies. You know the rules.”
Caitlan nodded and slipped the chain around her neck, the warmth of the medallion nestling just above her breasts. In the next instant she was gone.
Mary looked at Christopher. “I hope we don’t come to regret this decision.”
“We really had no choice.”
“What if she remembers him?”
Christopher gave Mary a confident look. “As long as she wears the medallion her memory will be protected. She knows better than to take off the medallion.”
Mary nodded but wasn’t totally convinced. A second later she let out a soft gasp, her eyes widening. “Oh, my goodness. We forgot to tell her who is trying to harm J.T.!”
Christopher smiled. “She’s a smart angel. She’ll figure it out.”
“Can I take this silly blindfold off yet?”
“In a minute.” Grinning at Amanda’s impatience, J.T. Rafferty guided her into the line shack situated on the west end of his father’s ranch property, three miles from the Circle R’s main house. Wanting complete privacy for this once-in-a-lifetime occasion, he’d waited until he knew for certain the ranch hands had retired for the evening before bringing Amanda here.
She fidgeted anxiously on her sandaled feet and pleated her fingers in the pink dress she wore. Pearl buttons down the bodice added a simple elegance to the plain country dress. “Where are we, Johnny?”
“Hold your horses, Mandy,” he drawled, lighting the oil lamp by the door. Leaving her for a moment, he walked to the scarred wooden table in the middle of the small room. Holding back a chuckle at the sight of the lopsided birthday cake he’d conned his sister into making for him, he set it in the center of the table. “I know the ride out was bumpy, and this place is musty, but it’ll be worth it.”
“You’re worth anything I have to endure,” she said softly.
God, he loved her, he thought, glancing over his shoulder. His chest expanded with a sense of awe. Beautiful, spirited Amanda Hamilton was all his. From her crown of long glorious blond hair to the tips of her pink-painted toenails. From the dimple in her right cheek to the birthmark behind her left knee.
He stared at the delicate features of her face, her soft skin, and those full lips he loved to kiss. Desire stirred within him, warming his blood, and he returned his attention to the cake before he forgot the real purpose for bringing her here. Striking a match, he lit all eighteen candles, casting a soft glow about the cabin.
Stepping behind her, he slipped off the blindfold. “Happy birthday, Amanda,” he whispered into her ear.
Unable to miss the blazing cake on the table, she let out a sentimental sigh. “Oh, Johnny, this is so sweet.”
Turning her in his arms, he swept his hands down her back to rest at the base of her spine. “I wanted tonight to be special.”
Her deep blue eyes sparkled with adoration, and a sweet smile brushed her mouth. “It is. I have you.”
He grinned. “That you do.” After dropping a light kiss on her lips, he ushered her toward the table. “Make a wish, sweetheart.”
She laughed, the sound light and melodious. “What do I have to wish for when I have everything I could ever want?”
Not yet, but soon, he thought. “I’m sure you can think of something.”
She closed her eyes, a frown of concentration creasing her brow. A moment later a brilliant smile lit her face, dimpling her cheek. She released a deep breath of air, her lashes fluttering open. The candles sputtered and went out. “I hope my wish comes true.”
“I hope so too.” He placed a small square velvet box in her palm. “This is for you, Amanda. May all your dreams come true.”
She looked up at him, her gaze curious.
“Go on,” he urged, wishing he could calm the anxiety clenching his belly. What if this wasn’t what Amanda wanted?
His heart thundered in anticipation as tentatively she opened the box and peeked inside. A diamond engagement ring, nestled within the folds of black satin, winked up at her. Her breath caught and she glanced at him, her eyes shimmering. “It’s beautiful,” she breathed.
Bending on one knee, he grasped her left hand. Taking the modest ring from the box and bringing it to her finger, he met her bluer-than-blue gaze and asked, “Will you marry me, Amanda Hamilton?”
Her hand trembled in his. “Are you sure?” she whispered.
“Absolutely.” He knew what she was asking. They were young, had never dated anyone except each other. Lately his friends had been badgering him to break things off with Amanda so he could sow his oats before he shackled himself to just one woman. But J.T. didn’t want anyone but Amanda.
“You’ve always been mine, Amanda, ever since you were seven and fell into the creek and I saved you from drowning.”
She smiled at the memory, but he still saw the doubts lingering in her eyes. “Your cousin Randal told me you weren’t ready to settle down yet.”
Anger gripped him in a cold, hard fist. He hated that the rivalry between himself and Randal had touched Amanda. “He lied, Mandy. I want my future with you,” he continued, his hold on her hand tightening. “I’m not rich, you know that, but Dad gave me a raise, so you won’t have to get a job. We can live at the ranch house until we can afford a place of our own. I want babies with you, and the whole works. Amanda, please,” he implored. “I love you.”
She touched the tips of her fingers to his jaw and slowly nodded. “Yes, John Tyler Rafferty, I’ll marry you. I’ve loved you forever....”
His body shuddered with relief and he secured the ring on her left hand before she could change her mind. Standing, he dropped his mouth over hers, officially sealing their engagement with a deep kiss that quickly turned hot and urgent.
Lips fused, tongues mating, his hands sought the curves of her waist and hips, then moved upward, cupping the weight of her breasts. Moaning softly, she moved closer, pressing her petite form to his tall, muscular frame. The top of her head barely reached his shoulder, but what she lacked in height she more than made up for in feminine contours. And his mouth and hands knew every one of them intimately, knew just how to touch and caress her to make her melt in his arms.
J.T. grew hard against her belly, his body tingling in a familiar way that told him he wasn’t far from losing his sanity and embarrassing himself. Tearing his mouth from hers, he drew in a steadying breath. “Amanda, we have to stop.”
She gave him a seductive smile that did nothing to ease his predicament. “No, Johnny.”
Gritting his teeth, he caught the hand skimming down his chest to the leather belt cinching his waist. “I don’t know if I’ll be able to hold back tonight.”
“What if I don’t want you to?”
He stared at her, smoothing the silky strands of hair away from her face with his free hand. Her words inflamed and aroused him. The sultry look in her eyes caused havoc with his libido. They’d fondled and petted and knew every creative approach to foreplay, but they’d never made love. They were both virgins.
He swallowed the thickness gathering in his throat. “Mandy, we’ve both waited so long. Are you sure?”
She nodded, and with a shy innocence more provocative than that of a more experienced woman, she slowly slipped the pearl buttons on her bodice through their holes. Fascinated, he watched the ever-widening gap of material reveal a cotton bra and the smooth, apricot-hued flesh of her stomach. Blood surged to his groin, straining his arousal against the fly of his jeans.
“Amanda—”
“If I’m going to marry you, there’s no reason why we can’t make love now,” she said, her voice husky. “I’ve wanted you for so long. I want more than caresses and kisses.” Giving her shoulders a delicate shrug, the dress slipped down her arms, over her hips, and down her legs to pool at her feet. She unhooked her bra and added it to the pile. She stood before him in nothing more than wispy panties and the moonlight from the window streaming across her skin. “I want to feel you inside me. Please, Johnny.”
His mouth went dry as dust and a shudder ran the length of his body. Any good intentions he might have had to discourage her from this seduction vanished, along with his self-control. He’d seen her naked before, but the perfection of her lithe and supple body, the fullness of her breasts, the gentle flare of her hips, and the shadowed-secrets between her thighs, never ceased to take his breath away.
Lifting her into his arms, he carried her to the twin bed in the corner of the shack. He took off her sandals and removed her panties. She reached for the buttons on his shirt, but he pushed her hands away, too impatient to feel skin against skin, softness against hardness, to let her help. A minute later he was as naked as she, and so powerfully aroused, he thought he’d burst before he had the luxury of being sheathed inside her.
He didn’t want to hurt her, and even though his body demanded he ease his smoldering need, he took the time to prime her for his entry. Pushing her to the absolute brink of pleasure, he widened her thighs and settled his hips in that natural cove. He met immediate resistance, a blunt pressure, and she gasped, her fingers gripping his arms. Through the hazy fog enveloping his mind and the thundering pulse in his veins, he managed to murmur, “Sorry.”
He shook with the effort to go slow and be gentle. Then male instinct took over and he thrust forward, pushing deeper and deeper inside her, until he passed that maiden barrier.
She arched against him and cried out, a sharp sound of pain and uncertainty. He groaned, awed by the incredible feeling of finally being one with her, of taking her innocence and giving her his in return. She was tight and hot, and as he slipped even deeper, she melted around him like liquid satin. As his hips began a slow rhythm, he watched her pained expression change to wonder, heard that soft, sweet moan that told him she was close, so close. The wave of tiny tremors tensing the muscles deep inside her triggered his release.
Sensations unlike any he’d ever experienced closed in on him. Tingles, tremors, a building, roaring heaviness, and most pronounced was the desperate need to bind her to him forever. If he let go, if he succumbed to the pleasure whispering to his senses, he would lose her....
No!
The screeching sound of steel grinding into steel echoed in his head. Shattering glass. Shrill, agonizing screams that ripped into his soul. Then spine-chilling, absolute silence that would haunt him for the rest of his life.
“Amanda,” J.T. groaned. She started to slip away and he tightened his hold. A crushing emptiness enveloped him, a loneliness so bleak he couldn’t breath. Please don’t leave me, Amanda. Please!
“Hey, wake up,” a soft, feminine voice called.
She wiggled beneath him, soft and pliant, a vague reassurance that Amanda was still with him. He cupped a breast in his palm, confused by the feel of soft cotton and the restraint of a bra. She squirmed a little more, her jeans-clad legs tangling with his. In a fragmented part of his mind he realized she was fully clothed. How could that be when she’d just undressed for him?
“Amanda,” he murmured, valiantly trying to pull himself from the murky depths of sleep.
“Wake up!”
Something hard shoved against his chest, and he grunted as a shaft of pain ricocheted in his skull. Groggy and slightly disoriented, he managed to open his eyes to mere slits. Blue eyes, so dark and velvety they reminded him of lush violets, met his.
He smiled lazily. “Amanda,” he whispered, relieved that her dying had been a bad, awful dream. Lowering his head, he pressed his damp open mouth to the warm skin of her neck. “Amanda.”
“I’m not Amanda,” the woman beneath him said, struggling to push his weight off her. “Please, you’re crushing me.”
Frowning, he forced the thick cobwebs from his mind and pulled back enough to get a clear look at the woman. The sunshine streaming through the window sharpened his blurry vision, and he found himself staring not at his blue-eyed, blond-haired Amanda in the throes of passion, but a blue-eyed, brunette stranger determined to fend off his advances.
“What the hell?” Lightning quick, he rolled off her, and the bed, to his bare feet. A sharp, brutal pain lanced through his head, and for a moment the room dipped and whirled. He sucked in a harsh breath.
Grabbing the back of the chair by the bed, he regained his balance and focused on the woman he’d left sprawled on the bed. She looked embarrassed and flustered by their encounter. Disheveled, chin-length, glossy brown hair rumpled around a face set with delicate features, and a slight flush painted her cheeks a rosy hue. Her lips were damp and a little bit swollen. He couldn’t deny that he’d kissed her. He still had the honeyed taste of her in his mouth.
He closed his eyes and swore. For the sweetest moment he’d believed Amanda was still alive, that a drunk driver had never hit them head on, killing her, when he’d driven her home that night after they’d made love. It had been so long since he’d dreamed of her, and everything had seemed so real.
“Are you okay?” came the woman’s worried voice.
He looked at her and suddenly realized he was completely naked and painfully aroused from his dream—and from having her pressed beneath him. Swearing again, he snatched the pillow from the bed and covered himself.
A half smile of amusement brushed her lips as she sat up and swung her legs off the side of the mattress. Self-consciously, she straightened her flannel shirt and ran her fingers through her hair. “No need to get modest on me. I saw everything there was to see last night.”
“No kidding?” J.T. searched his mind for a memory, anything to explain why he was in the ranch’s line shack with a woman he didn’t know and a splitting headache threatening to explode his brain. He didn’t drink, so he knew he didn’t have a hangover. And he didn’t pick up strange women. And even if he did, he wouldn’t bring them to a one-room shack, the only accommodations being a twin bed, a woodstove, a table, and a few blankets and rations.
Whos, whats, and whys tumbled through his head faster than he could log them. He settled for the most basic question. “What’s going on?”
Standing, she walked past him to the wood stove and added a few more logs to the fire. “You don’t remember what happened?” She placed a metal coffeepot over a burner.
Another wave of dizziness assaulted him and he sat back down on the bed before he toppled over. Keeping the pillow strategically in his lap, he rubbed his aching forehead and replied with a bit of sarcasm, “Sweetheart, you can bet if I remembered bringing you here you’d be as naked as I am. I don’t remember a damn thing.”
She turned around, her brow furrowed with distress. “I hope you aren’t suffering from amnesia.”
“Amnesia?” He watched her approach, his gaze drawn to the subtle sway of her hips in formfitting blue jeans. Lifting his eyes to her face, he suppressed the stirring of awareness and the sense of familiarity nudging him. “I know who I am. I just don’t know who the hell you are and what you were doing pinned beneath me on the bed, fully clothed and obviously struggling to get away.”
“I’m Caitlan Daniels.” She knelt in front of him and pressed a palm to his forehead, her voice soft. “I think your fever is gone.”
“Depends on what kind of fever you’re referring to,” he replied irritably, pushing her hand away. The care and tenderness in her touch unnerved him, aroused him even. He found he wanted to kiss those full lips of hers again, a dangerous thought. “What about the part of you and me on the bed?”
She sat back on her heels. Another sweep of dusky rose stained her cheeks, as if she was remembering in detail his attempt at seduction. “You were tossing in your sleep. A bad dream, I suppose,” she said in a voice gone a little husky. “You were calling for Amanda. Is she your wife?”
“I’m not married,” he said flatly. “Go on.”
She shrugged. “You were thrashing around. I tried to wake you, and you pulled me down on the bed. You were ... very determined. Must have been some dream.”
“Yeah, one I wish I’d never wake up from.” He shivered from the frigid draft in the room—or was it the memory of that fateful night when he’d lost Amanda that had shaken him so badly?
Leaning toward him, she grabbed the wool blanket from the bed and settled it over his wide shoulders. The smell of fresh, rain-scented skin curled around him like some kind of narcotic, a natural, feminine fragrance that enticed him more than any expensive perfume might have.
“Well, I’m glad you did wake up,” she said, fussing over him. “You’ve been out cold for about fifteen hours and I need to check that nasty bump on your head.”
“Bump?” His eyes narrowed. “Why do I feel like Alice in Wonderland? Absolutely nothing is making any sense.” Plowing his fingers through his hair, he found a huge knot on the back of his head. He winced and cursed as a dull ache throbbed in his temples.
Images flashed before him. The blocked water in the creek. Pulling the tree to the shore. Untying the rope from the trunk. Realizing the tree had been cut deliberately. Sleet, rain, cold numbing wind. Then a loud thud, a fierce paralyzing jolt, and blackness.
Apprehension coiled in his belly. “I’m starting to remember. Someone knocked me out,” he said slowly, suspiciously. “You wouldn’t have anything to do with that, would you?”
“Of course not!” she said, her chin rising indignantly.
His gut instinct told him she was innocent of the crime. “I believe you, but that doesn’t explain how we both came to be holed up in this line shack.”
She didn’t reply. Averting her gaze, she adjusted the blanket around his legs. Her slim, warm fingers brushed over his knee, and a startling heat spread up his thigh, pooling in a place that didn’t need any more encouragement.
He drew in a deep breath and caught her busy hands. “Excuse me,” he said tightly, “but I feel at a distinct disadvantage here. Why don’t I have any clothes on?”
She looked from her bound wrists to his face, and he could have sworn her pulse quickened beneath his fingers. Her expression, however, betrayed nothing. “I had to take them off you. You were soaking wet and freezing when I found you, and I didn’t want hypothermia to set in.”
“You found me?”
“Yes.”
“This scenario is getting more intriguing by the second.” Letting go of her, he rubbed his palm over the stubble on his jaw. The prickly beard confirmed that a night had passed without him realizing it. “Why don’t I put some clothes on and we can discuss everything from the beginning? I’m grateful you found me, but I have to admit I’m a little curious what you were doing trespassing on private property that’s at least fifteen miles from the main road. You mind getting me my jeans and shirt, please?”
Standing, she cast a glance at the table, where she’d spread out his clothes. “They’re still damp.”
His gaze skipped down the length of her, taking in her neat and tidy long-sleeved shirt and crisp, very dry jeans. Her boots looked brand spankin’ new. If his clothes hadn’t dried in the time they’d been in the shack, hers should be at least a little soggy, he thought. “Why are you nice and dry?”
She shifted on her feet. “I had a jacket on.”
“So did I.” He nodded to where the jacket hung on a hook by the door. “By the looks of it, it’s still pretty soaked.” She opened her mouth to reply, but he held up a hand to cut her off. “No, don’t tell me. You had an umbrella with you, right? You were wearing a wide-brimmed hat? Your clothes are waterproof?” His tone was sardonic.
Her lips pursed, and sparks of annoyance brightened her eyes. Too bad. He wanted to know exactly what was going on. Something didn’t add up.
She turned away to check the percolating coffee, and when she glanced back at him a moment later his heart stopped for a fraction of a second. Her dark violet-blue eyes hit him like a bolt of lightning, sending a rush of memories of another woman tumbling through him. Her eyes beckoned to him....
He scrubbed an agitated hand down his face. Get a grip, man! That dream about Amanda is putting silly notions in your head—or the whack to your skull has made you a little crazy!
“I saw an extra set of workclothes in that cupboard,” she offered, and started toward a floor-to-ceiling pantry about three feet wide, stocked with a variety of staples and basic necessities to survive a few weeks secluded in the shack.
He removed the pillow from his lap but kept the blanket around him. “Yeah, for emergencies like this.”
She stood on the toes of her boots and grabbed the neatly folded clothes on a high shelf. “Let’s hope they fit.”
“They should. They’re mine.” He watched her inventory a pair of jeans, a flannel shirt, socks, and briefs. “I put the extra clothes there a few years ago after getting caught in a rain storm and didn’t have anything to change into. It gets damn cold in here soaking wet. That woodstove is pretty useless when it comes to heating anything beyond the table.”
She arched a brow, approaching with strident steps that echoed off the floorboards. “Ah, so this isn’t the first time you’ve been in this predicament.”
“As a matter of fact, it is.” He met her gaze. Very softly, with an undercurrent of challenge, he said, “I’ve never been rescued by a woman who seemingly appeared out of thin air.”
A private smile touching her lips, she placed the clothes on the bed next to him. “I suppose an unexpected sleet storm in the middle of a beautiful spring day is a normal occurrence in Idaho?”
He sighed at her attempt to keep the conversation steered away from important questions. “Yes, especially up against the mountains. You’re not from around here, then?”
She shook her head and looked away, but not before he caught a glimpse of mystery in her eyes. “Go ahead and get dressed and I’ll pour you some coffee and make you something to eat.”
He wanted the answers she was avoiding but figured he’d at least have an upper hand in the interrogation if he had some clothes on. He straightened to his full height slowly, careful to keep from aggravating his head. The blanket dropped to the floor and cool air brushed over his skin. The muscles across his belly and chest tensed in response to the shocking caress.
“Don’t turn around,” he warned, reaching for his briefs, “unless you care to get another eyeful.”
“No, thanks.”
While J.T. changed Caitlan fetched a can of stew from the pantry, casting a surreptitious glance his way, even though she’d just declined his invitation to look. She wanted to make sure he was okay, really okay, and could dress himself on his own. Reassured that he seemed to be steady on his feet, she told herself to get back to preparing his meal, but a strange feminine instinct kept her gaze riveted to his backside.
She caught a glimpse of firm, muscled buttocks before he pulled on his briefs, and a feathery warmth settled in her stomach. True, last night she’d seen every bare inch of him, but she’d been too concerned about his health to truly appreciate the magnificence of his body. In the light of day, with the late-morning sun streaming through the only window in the shack, his nudity took on a different perspective. He was powerfully built, the muscles across his shoulders, down his back, and in his legs honed to athletic perfection. He picked up his shirt and pushed his arms through the sleeves, and she finally forced her attention back to her task.
Grabbing the stew, a can of peaches, and a manual can opener, she set the items on the table and began opening the cans. She didn’t normally respond to mortals so strongly—her emotions were calculated and doled out in accordance to the given situation—but from the first moment she’d landed on earth and rescued this man, she’d felt an odd connection to him that perplexed her. Ignoring the feeling for more pressing matters, she’d quickly transported him to the line shack with the help of Christopher’s powers and had begun the process to save his life, starting with healing his massive head injury, then warming him and keeping his body from slipping into a dangerous state of shock.
However, with the crises over and him awake, she noticed things about him that had nothing whatsoever to do with her mission, a curiosity she was certain her Superiors wouldn’t encourage. And when he’d kissed her and touched her and called her another woman’s name she’d felt a surreal harmony with this man that transcended anything in her station as a guardian angel.
Retrieving two metal cups and plates from the pantry, she sneaked another peek at him. He was sitting on the bed, head bent, as he pulled wool socks on his feet. His sable hair was a tousled mess from rain, wind, and general abuse from his hands. Dark stubble shadowed his jaw. The disheveled, morning-after look only made him appear more masculine and sexy.
He was a pleasant enough assignment, she mused, dishing out the peaches and stew onto their plates. But a part of her feared the forces of evil she was up against would be hard to dissuade, not to mention making J.T. believe the outrageous excuses the Superiors had seen fit to give her for this mission. She had the medallion for assistance, but as a guardian angel her powers were limited, to be used only in extreme situations. As a rule, she didn’t contact the Superiors unless an emergency occurred.
She poured the steaming coffee into each of their tin cups. “Lunch is ready. It’s nothing fancy, but you need to eat something to keep up your strength.”
He sauntered toward the table, dragging the bedside chair with him. His stomach grumbled. “It looks like a feast to me,” he commented, seating himself in front of a plate heaped with food.
She pushed aside the damp clothes on the table to make more room for them. “You must have gotten knocked harder on the head than I thought.”
“No. Considering I haven’t eaten since ...” He frowned as he thought about it, “I guess it would be breakfast yesterday morning, I’m hungry enough to devour a whole cow.”
“It’s a good sign that you have a healthy appetite.”
He nodded, observing her intently as she sat in the chair across from him. “I’m sorry for what happened earlier, Caitlan.”
The way he said her name, his voice warm and husky, made her fully, femininely aware of him. “It’s okay.”
He slowly ran his index finger around the rim of his cup. “I didn’t mean to get rough with you on the bed. I obviously didn’t know what I was doing.”
She lowered her lashes and stabbed a wedge of peach with her fork, trying to forget the warm, silky feelings he’d evoked in her when she’d been pinned beneath his lean body. Reminding herself that he’d thought her another woman in his delirious state, she replied, “I understand, really.”
“Weren’t you afraid of what I might do to you?”
“You were dreaming,” she said, distinctly uneasy with his bold speculation.
He leaned toward her, his green-gold gaze lowering to her mouth as her lips closed around the peach on her fork. “Still, I could have made love to you.”
She nearly choked on the fruit. Images of his hands sliding over her body sent a frisson of heat spiraling to her belly. Good Lord, what was wrong with her that she was entertaining such shameless thoughts about this man? Shifting in her chair, she forced the peach down her throat with a deliberate swallow. She concentrated on her food, clearing her plate in record time. Standing, she took her plate and utensils to a bucket of soapy water she’d filled earlier with some bottled water.
She washed and rinsed her dishes, then began drying them with a terry towel. She turned to him with every intention of getting back to business. “I think I should check your head injury.”
“I’m fine.” He ate the last of his stew and pushed his plate away.
“You can’t even see it,” she reasoned, cleaning up his dishes as well.
He reached for the coffeepot she’d set on the table and poured himself another cup, then filled hers too. “I can feel it, and even though it hurts like the devil, it doesn’t appear to be an open wound.”
That’s because I mended the deep laceration, she thought. Wiping her hands on the towel, she circled the table to stand next to him. “You just sit there and drink your coffee. It’ll only take a minute to check it.”
“Who appointed you my guardian?” he growled, batting her hands away from the back of his head. “I’m a grown man—”
“With a thick head?” she interrupted, jamming her hands on her hips and giving him a fierce look.
He had the grace to look a little contrite for his impolite behavior. “Yeah, that’s probably why the blow didn’t split my head wide open.”
Her lips tightened in disgust. “Yes, well, someone definitely wanted to do away with you.” But who had been the culprit? she wondered with a little frown. Moving closer, she wove her fingers gently through his hair, searching for the site of his injury.
“How do you know?” He took a swallow of coffee, then balanced the cup on his thigh.
“What? That someone wanted to kill you?” she asked, luxuriating in the velvety feel of his hair sifting over her hand.
“Yes.” He finished off his coffee and put the cup on the table. “A bullet would have been more effective.”
“You’re right, of course,” she countered, trying to concentrate on her task and not the peculiar sensations swirling deep inside her. “But what if someone wanted this to look like an accident?”
“I would have come around eventually.”
She pulled away to look into his eyes, remembering how close to dying he’d been when she’d reached him. Without the aid of her Superiors, he wouldn’t be sitting in front of her, looking so strong and healthy. “It wasn’t likely you would have ‘come around.’ Not only were you unconscious from the blow, and your body freezing, but your head was near the creek. By the time I found you the water had risen to your forehead.”
The implications of her statement registered in his eyes, then was replaced by something more watchful and searching. “Which brings me around to an intriguing question I’d like answered,” he said, his gaze laser-intense. “How, exactly, did you stumble upon me? I hate to be skeptical, but I don’t believe in miracles.”
J.T. crossed his arms over his chest and waited for Caitlan’s answer. After a hesitant second she broke eye contact and once again resumed checking the bump on his head. Except this time her fingers worked tensely, pressing over his skull without the gentleness she’d used before.
“You remember the sleet storm, right?” she asked.
“Yeah. I got hit in the head just as the sky split wide open.” Her fingers probed an especially sensitive area and he winced and sucked in a harsh breath. “Hey, watch it!”
“Sorry,” she mumbled, and continued on with a bit more care. “I was on my horse, Daisy, when I saw your body by the creek.”
As a stall tactic, he had to admit her approach was original and quite effective. He turned his head slightly and found himself eye level with her breasts. He tried focusing on the nondescript material of her shirt, but his gaze kept straying to the collar, where the first three buttons were undone, granting him a more enticing view of creamy flesh and wisps of satin and lace.
She shifted from one foot to the other. A gold pendant nestled between her breasts caught his attention. The piece of gold looked ancient, with a swirled design that was neither unique nor spectacular, yet he had the strangest urge to reach out and touch the medallion.
Troubled by the lure of something so insignificant, he frowned and averted his gaze back to the slope of her breast, which only served to prompt fantasies in which he had no right to indulge. He closed his eyes, a low moan escaping him. Hell, what was it about this woman that made him want her so badly?
“I’m sorry,” she said, obviously misinterpreting his aches and pains. “I wish we had some ice for your head. It sure would help ease the pain and take down the swelling.”
“You’re absolutely right,” he said through clenched teeth. Except he needed the ice in his lap, not on his head! “Stop trying to distract me and quit avoiding my questions,” he growled, turning his head forward once again.
“I’m not,” she replied, her fingers still touching and exploring.
“You are.”
“Don’t be such a grouch. I’m only concerned about you.”
“Leave me alone. There’s nothing you can do about my head anyway.” She ignored him and pressed the swollen perimeter of his bump. Brilliant sparks of pain exploded in his head.
He grimaced. “Dammit, Caitlan! Enough!” Grabbing her wrists, he jerked her away, pinning her with a scowl he hoped she’d interpret as intimidating. “Sit down.”
Any woman with a lick of sense would have heeded his tone and expression and done as he ordered, but she only tossed him an indulgent look that made him feel like a small boy. “Are you always this bossy?”
“I am the boss.”
“Of this ranch?”
“Yes.” He let go of her hands, enjoying too much the feel of her soft, warm skin and wanting even more to pull her onto his lap and kiss some compliance into her. A long, deep, lazy kiss ought to do the trick, he thought, then immediately chastised himself for entertaining the notion. He didn’t want involvements and entanglements with this woman, or any woman, for that matter. The tragic loss of Amanda and a bitter, loveless marriage had taught him that he had no emotion left to give. As soon as they arrived at his ranch house, she’d be back on her way to wherever she’d come from, and that’s exactly how he wanted things.
She rubbed her wrists, as if branded by his touch. He saw the awareness in her eyes, a hint of confusion, and knew she felt the same sizzle of attraction he did. Looking away, she walked to the other side of the table and sat down in her chair.
“I don’t even know your name,” she said softly.
“J.T. Rafferty, and you’re doing it again,” he said, unable to keep his exasperation from his voice.
“I’m just curious about you,” came her innocent reply.
“Then we have something in common, because I’m more than a little curious about you. Answer my question, Caitlan.”
“Which was?”
A broken laugh escaped him, a cross between irritation and mild amusement. He rubbed the taut muscles at the back of his neck and sighed. If any other woman had dared to provoke him like this, he would have been gruff and demanding in response. He didn’t want to analyze his reaction to Caitlan too deeply, and instead strove for a stern tone of voice. “You’re trying my patience, Caitlan Daniels. Listen up. Where did you come from and what were you doing trespassing on private property?”
She hesitated for a moment, as if thinking up a plausible excuse. “I’m a guest at Parson’s Dude Ranch,” she began, folding her hands primly on the table before her. “It was an absolutely gorgeous day yesterday. At least in the morning it was sunny and pleasant.” The direct look she gave him made him feel as though the temperamental change in weather had been his fault. “I was out on a trail ride doing a little sightseeing on my own, except I have a lousy sense of direction. I got lost.” She cast a dubious look heavenward and gave a slight shake of her head, as if even she couldn’t quite believe her tale.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/78862 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!