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        Astraphobia :

        The excessive fear of thunder and lightning.

        Premonition :

        A warning that things are about to go to hell in a handbasket.

      

      

      A loud crack sent Brenna shooting out of her chair as fierce winds drove debris against the window panes of her cabin and lightning flashed patterns like sinister wraiths across her living room. She shivered pressing her hands over her ears to block out the sound of the waves slamming the rocky shore. It was times like this when she wished she was safe in Larue at the Calloway Farm with her aunts and uncles.

      How was she supposed to overcome her fear of storms when the elements—lightning in particular—were a reminder of their potential to change a life forever?

      Brenna had a self-help pamphlet with suggestions ranging from keeping all the lights on to crawling into bed with a family member. But there was one solution she hadn’t put a name to until now—diversion. Specifically, when that which you feared was illuminating a naked man not five feet in front of you.

      Yep, that worked. And what would her Aunt Lillie think of him?

      She watched the dazzling flickers dance over the taut muscles of the man’s backside, creating a shadow on the wall behind him, a perfect imitation of 007 down to the signature crouch and the finger pistol.

      She’d eased out from between him and the armoire, where he’d pressed her—for her protection, of course—but he continued to track potential threats with his gun, back and forth. His reflexes had been un… friggin’… believable. She raised her eyes to his and avoided staring at his fine physique. “Put the ‘gun’ away, big guy. We’re safe now.”

      It should have been difficult to pull off that masquerade with his lack of costume, but it was as if he really was James Bond, in secret agent mode. In a feigned English accent, she purred, “James, darling, it’s time for bed.” His narrowed gaze swiveled to hers, and then a sexy smile kicked up at one corner of his mouth.

      If anyone had told Brenna that she would be holding back laughter and oblivious to this raging tropical system outside her own home. . . well. . .even she couldn’t have predicted the events of this night.
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      She’d been awakened before dawn by ground-rumbling thunder that shook a candle loose from a its place on a nearby shelf and sent it thudding to the floor. She was a light sleeper under these conditions anyway and rose to peek out toward the West between the curtains in the front room.

      By midmorning, the lake's surface had been turbulent and black, as the wind blew sideways, bending trees and lifting waves like aquatic enemy soldiers on a tireless march toward shore, slamming boats against their docks in a frenzied tug-of-war. It was as if the Rain God had a giant air gun driving rain bullets into every exposed surface while he tossed capricious bolts from his dark tower.

      “Your imagination is running amok,” Brenna muttered, remembering a night filled with anxiety over tropical storm Vickie. Now, with the “perfect storm” barreling down upon her little corner of Thunder Point, dread bubbled in her stomach like acid. But she stayed at her computer, collecting readings on her equipment, logging in wind data, and working the Electron Molecule Deformulator. It was imperative that she complete her work before a loss of power. She might not like it, but the storm was critical to her work.

      Brenna didn’t know what she feared more—the lightning—or the near-certain feeling that something bad was about to happen. But as usual, knowing didn’t help. It wasn’t as if there was a bolt from nowhere and the outcome of her premonition was magically written on her kitchen calendar. Most of the time she didn’t know who was in danger, didn’t know where, didn’t know how…until it was over. And sometimes, not even then.

      Before—Brenna squeezed her eyes shut and pushed the memories away. Before she’d left Storm Lake to attend college in DC, this would have been just another thunderstorm, another facet of life on the big lake. Residents on the east end were used to it. It was the inexperienced and newcomers to the area who found themselves stranded, or worse.

      The cabin had come to her through her Great-grandmother Callaway who’d been a stalwart matriarch of one of the oldest families in the area. Her property at the tip of Thunder Point afforded some great views when it was clear.

      “Get a grip,” she chastised herself, and tried to play down the feeling of impending doom.

      On nights like this, she questioned the wisdom of moving back from DC, but she was determined to overcome the hysteria that embarrassed her, haunted her, and still—sometimes—held her in a vice-like grip. The Lake was home and while it contributed to her peace of mind and her work in climate forensics, being here forced her to confront her fear.

      There was something extra tonight, though; the anticipation morphing into a living, breathing entity. She just hoped no one was dying or going to die. That whatever it was…this time, she would be able to prevent someone from being hurt.

      Her fingers sped across the keyboard, tweaking the settings on the electronic instruments outside to make sure they would hold up to a loss of electricity. They would, undoubtedly, but would she?

      The next rumble of thunder surprised her with its strength. Her fingers moved faster with nervous energy as she kept her eyes glued to the monitor. Anxiety traveled along her nerves like the electrical conduits in the EMD. Those horrific memories wouldn’t be far behind.

      In that instant, a magnesium-white light turned the living room into an overexposed movie negative and she found herself on the floor, hands pressed to her eyes for agonizing seconds as a mighty trunk split, striking other trees and sending chips and limbs like missiles against the exterior of the house. A picture tumbled off the shelf by the fireplace and hit the floor as the grumble continued.

      The crashing seemed to go on forever, followed by gradually diminishing thunder. Throughout the clamor and chaos, Brenna held her breath, as if merely breathing would bring calamity down on her. As if not breathing could keep the beast from finding her.

      When silence reigned, she raised her head.

      To black velvet darkness. . . . “Crap.”
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      In the dark, the storm’s power was more terrifying, a constant barrage of light that bounced off every surface, attacking her senses and her already precarious sanity. She pushed herself off the floor and stumbled toward the bedroom. With her eyes half covered by her fingers, she retrieved the last flickering candle in the ruby glass holder from the bedside table, which had belonged to her grandmother.

      By its meager light, she hurried to the kitchen, shielding the flame with her other palm. She sat the holder on the counter and rummaged through the drawers, finding everything from garbage bag ties, assorted screws, and bottle caps, but no candles.

      A loud boom coincided with another flash of light. She counted, “One thousand one, one thous… uhnn.” With the next flash and simultaneous crack of thunder, her elbow hit the kitchen counter. “Brenna, Brenna . . . It is merely a thunderstorm.” Even if it were a bad one.

      Right. When was the last time a thunderstorm was a mere anything to her? Brenna knew the answer—to the year, the season, the minute. The memories came at her like leaves flying in a microburst, and she pressed her hands against her head as if to still them.

      Something hit the porch and Brenna froze. With her back to the kitchen wall, she took a deep breath, repeating her therapist’s rant, er, chant. Empty your mind as you inhale. Or was it exhale?

      The front door rattled again, and her litany continued. “Nothing to fear. There’s nothing to fear. It’s just the wind. But no sane person would be out in this weather—unless—Of course, her mind flashed to a horror movie commercial, and her breathing stopped.

      “Quit that!” She didn't know why she talked to herself other than to expel some of the tension. It didn't help. She shook her head and did a mental reset, peering around the opening to the front door. Nothing. She exhaled and relaxed against the wall. “See?”

      Feeling silly, she wiped her palms on her jeans and spread her hands out in front of her, “Steady…” but she flinched again at another deafening boom. Her grandmother's ruby glass holder hit the floor and extinguished the light. Squeezing her eyes shut she felt the wetness of hysteria on her cheeks.

      Once again she attempted a reset, dashed the tears away and let the other Brenna, Fearless Brenna, who’d peeked her head out recently, give Fearful Brenna a pep talk. You’re being silly — the damn lightning’s outside. Stop this craziness and get the candles.

      Nodding, she edged toward the old trunk, just as something brushed the front door. She whirled. The apparition on the other side of her front door froze her in place.

      Starkly backlit by the storm’s intermittent light was the dark shadow of a man. It was a menacing form, moving back and forth like a shadow boxer. Her scream was absorbed by a loud blast of thunder as she dove to the floor, eyes locked on the cabin’s entrance. In the flickering light, the phantom’s raised arm looked like a coiled snake about to strike.

      Crab-walking backwards toward the couch, she glanced around for a weapon. Her eyes locked on the fireplace implements. She seized the iron shovel and scurried toward the door, sliding down against the wall under the front window, close to hyperventilating. Had he seen her?

      Her lungs were gripped by an invisible fist. Calm. If she didn’t calm down, he’d be able to hear her heart pounding against her chest. Even with the storm outside, her blood thumped in her ears and her breath came in noisy pants.

      Broken glass spilled from the door’s window pane near her feet, and her fingernails dug into her palms as she gripped the iron tighter in a batter’s grip. Sliding up the wall behind the door, she flattened her body against it as more jagged pieces of glass fell to the floor. All her attention was on the hand reaching through the opening.

      Unlocking the door.

      Turning the handle.

      Like a seasoned batter aiming for the strike zone, Brenna timed her attack. As the large figure stepped across the threshold, she swung. The shovel connected with a sickening thwack against his forehead. With a grunt, he staggered out the door and down the porch steps to lie still in the heavy downpour.

      Three tries later, her fingers jerking uncontrollably, Brenna threw the bolt. She stared at the broken windowpane, her senses on overload while time moved as slow as cooling lava.

      What should she do?

      Run! Smart Brenna yelled. Get as far away as you can. But where could she go? Out the back door? But…the storm. A shiver went through her when she thought of leaving the safety of her cabin. “911,” she murmured. Tugging her cell phone out of her back pocket, she saw the familiar ‘No service’ message. She dashed to the old dial phone in the kitchen, keeping her eye on the front door as she picked up the receiver and dialed. But when she put the phone to her ear, the line was crackly. “Damn.”

      She slapped her palm with the phone. “Damn, damn, damn!” Taking deep gulps of air, she dropped to a crouch against the cabinet, assessing her situation. She was alone, with nothing to protect herself but tools from the fireplace, no means of communication, and a burglar outside.

      A wounded criminal, offered the other Brenna. Who might charge the door at any moment. And that damaged door wasn’t going to keep him out. Pushing to her feet, she edged forward to look outside. Still there.

      “Oh, my God.” She slapped a palm to her forehead as a horrifying thought struck her. What if he wasn’t a serial killer? Or a burglar.

      A vise twisted her shoulder blades. Even worse, what if … “No, no, no-o,” she warned her inner tormentor. “Don’t even go there.”

      Too late. She was already there. Brave Brenna snarked, ‘You killed him.’

      “No!” Her emotions volleyed back and forth like a tennis ball at theWimbledon championship. “Make up your mind, Brenna. Do you want him alive or dead?”

      Thunder and the sound of glass falling on hardwood forced Brenna’s attention back to the figure at the bottom of the porch steps. Through the window panes, the flickering light played like a TV show and Brenna could almost hear Rod Serling saying, “Welcome…to the Twilight Zone,” as the stranger raised his hand and dark ooze dripped down mixing with rain.

      Blood.

      His eyes connected with hers on the other side of the glass. She stumbled and bumped against the wall as his hand rose turned toward her. Was he pleading for help? He slumped down on the steps, his back against the support column, head tilted up to the downpour.

      Crap. Brenna unlocked the door. Moving cautiously on the slick steps, she rushed to him, the rain pricking her skin like sharp needles.

      He wasn’t unconscious, but he shook with the effort to remain upright. A nuclear light illuminated everything around them. “Arrgh—”. She ducked and felt a big, warm hand settle on hers.

      “Don . . . be … ’fraid.” She winced at his slurred words. He was traumatized and shivering from the cold rain, but he was trying to calm her. Hardly the trait of a criminal. Mortified, she realized that in her panic she really might have killed him.

      Brave Brenna sneered over her shoulder. This silly phobia was bound to get you into trouble sooner or later.

      “Shut up, will you?” Acting quickly, she pulled his arm over her shoulder and set her hip against the column. “Come on.” She shouted, “On three!”

      At a jerky nod from him, Brenna counted, “One. Two.” She took a deeper breath, “Three,” and heaved. He was tall, broad-shouldered and so heavy, but she was no pixie. She grunted as they struggled up each step, rain sluicing off the roof and down over them. His chin dropped as he swayed, but Brenna kept them upright until they slammed against the wall of the cabin. He groaned as the grinding impact revived him.

      “You have to help me,” Brenna said. “Are you listening?” Breathing hard, she said, “I can’t get you any further unless you help me.” She cupped his prickly jaw in her hands. “Look at me.”

      She watched him struggle. His eyes narrowed and from somewhere within he found the inner fortitude to straighten. His muddled whiskey eyes focused on hers, or to be exact on some place near her forehead. In a hoarse voice, he said, “Go.”

      The man had grit, she’d give him that, but this was no time to admire his iron will. They started through the open doorway where water had puddled from the blowing rain. He balked.

      “What?” Brenna said, panting.

      “—f you’re bringin’ me t’ your lair to finish me off. . .”

      Brenna stared. Amazing. The man was joking. Or it was self-preservation. After all, from his point of view, she’d already attacked him once. At least he didn’t look like he was going to die. Thank God.

      She took a firm grip on him, “A big strong guy like you isn’t afraid of a mere babe!”

      Blearily he looked down at her near six-foot height and snorted, “Babe Ruth.”

      She shook her head at his attempt at levity under the circumstances. Then, careful not to slip, now that they were so close, she dragged him toward the living area. Too soon, his body went limp. “Nooo…” she groaned as they toppled onto the couch where she was crushed under what felt like three hundred pounds of solid muscle.
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      He smelled like fresh air, rain and wood smoke. She would have enjoyed those scents if she’d been able to breathe. Smashed as she was against his chest with the heavy weight of his muscular frame pressed down on her… well, it wasn’t entirely unpleasant. She used to love the Road Runner cartoons, where the not so clever Wiley Coyote was always getting flattened. Her stranger smelled nice, but she could relate to ol’ Wile E.

      Rain blew straight through the open door, growing colder with each gust. Brenna shoved at the man’s heavy arm. “Can you move?” No response. Well, she’d learned a few things from her grandmother.

      “Here goes.” She winced as she tugged on the sopping length of his hair, hating to hurt him yet again. He groaned and shifted, which allowed her to get out from under him and slide to the floor, though one shoe remained happily lodged between his thighs. She shook her head. She was losing it.

      She crawled over to the door, shut it and leaned her head against the wall with a thunk. “Okay, give me a minute,” she said to the imaginary Whip-cracking Brenna throwing orders at her. “I have to think.”

      She was exhausted, not only from the exertion of the last thirty minutes but from a whole day on edge. A tropical storm was enough to concern anyone, but she’d known there was more.

      He was the more. She knew it now. That’s the way it always happened. The real understanding came after the fact. Convenient . . .Not. Brenna pushed to her feet and ticked off her immediate priorities. Find the candles. Fix the door. Wipe up the water and check on—him. “Brrrr.” The temperature was really dropping. She rearranged her list. “First the fire, then the candles.”

       She tugged her shoe free and slipped it on, pulling the quilt from the back of the couch and throwing it over him. She looked out the side window of the cabin at her generator and groaned. A giant pine tree had nailed it taking out some of her very expensive equipment as well. She shook her head. What else could go wrong? She must try to relax and concentrate on something else, like the stranger.

      Good thing she’d remembered to bring in dry kindling. As she bent over the grate, Brenna felt the muscles in her back and legs protest. She’d be sore tomorrow, she thought as the fire burst to life. It felt so good; the warmth penetrating her cold, soggy clothing.

      “Now, to find those candles.” With the light from the fire, she retrieved the candles from the ancient trunk and lit them. The warm, golden glow cast by the firelight settled her nerves.

      A deep growl of thunder reminded her that the storm wasn’t close to being over. She dug into the trunk, pulled a new box of long-burning candles out and lit three before turning back. What a beautiful man, she thought, watching the soft light play over his features. He hadn’t made a sound since he landed on the couch. Concerned, Brenna knelt beside him. When she stroked the wet strands away from his face, he didn’t flinch. In fact, he barely breathed.

      She raised a candle and winced at the giant goose egg bruising his forehead and the deep cut where the shovel had gouged his flesh. The image of him pleading for her help struck at that moment. She stroked the side of his face. “I’m sorry about hitting you, but you scared the living daylights out of me. I’m not myself in stormy weather.” She made a game show buzzer sound. “Ennh! Understatement.”

      Brenna considered her next move. “We need to get these wet clothes off you, but I think I'll let the room warm up a little while I fix that door.” Harpy Brenna took that opportunity to question why she was talking to an unconscious man. Good question, she thought. But Brenna hoped he might be comforted by the sound of someone’s voice. “Shoot, I’m comforted by the sound of my own voice.” She looked down at the man. “It beats talking to her.” Sometimes she wondered if her phobias had sent her over the edge, splitting her personality, but her cousin Samantha said it was her way of stepping out of herself to cope with the fear. When the storm cleared out and things got back to normal, Brenna vowed to make another appointment with Sam and dive further into what she'd called her PTSD.

      With duct tape and the broom from the mudroom, Brenna made quick work of the damaged door pane and the mess on the floor, then went in search of the first aid kit. Armed with clean towels, she knelt by the couch, pulled the quilt back and unbuttoned the stranger’s flannel shirt. The grey t-shirt beneath was plastered to his skin, defining each ridge of muscle.

      “Oh.” Her breath left in a whoosh when her hands splayed on his rock-hard abdomen. “I have to get you out of these clothes.” She rolled her eyes.

      “Brenna, you shouldn’t be thinking about the man’s body at a time like this, when he’s helpless.” Was that her, or Bad Brenna? Her, she decided, because Bad Brenna snarked, It takes a situation like this for you to even notice a man’s body. And he doesn’t look helpless to me. He did remind Brenna of a fireman from the calendar Di had sent her on her last birthday—with a note that said, “Live dangerously”.

      She placed her palm on his hard chest, thankful to feel his heart beating. Patting him, she said, “Don't mind me. You obviously work hard at getting your body in such admirable condition. So, I’m, uh, admiring.” Somehow, she doubted he’d mind. Brenna tugged the dry quilt over him. As she used the moist cloth to clean the blood from his forehead, she uncovered a face with strong contours, high cheekbones, and an imperiously regal nose. His dark brown hair kept falling over the lump. Her stomach clenched when she remembered the sound of the fireplace shovel contacting bone.

      “The poor guy was only trying to find shelter.” She placed her palm against his cool cheek. “I hope you’ll at least let me explain. But…” She eyed him again with renewed suspicion. Why had he been breaking in? Why didn't he just knock?

      “What if he did?” Brenna thought, knowing somehow that he was not the ax-murderer created by her hysterical mind in her panicked state. Harpy Brenna pressed, You can ask him when he wakes up, Bren. Right now, get the man out of his clothes.

      She smiled. She tried not to, really she did. But this was not a task for the faint of heart. She looked down the length of him—all of six-foot four; she guessed—and sighed. “Easier said than done.”

      From her closet she brought a pair of socks, a hotel bathrobe, and an extra-large flannel shirt she’d picked up from Goodwill to kick around in. Extra bedding might come in handy, so she dragged it down from the top shelf. “You’re lucky I’m a big girl. And…not so lucky that it made me a championship softball player.” She wrapped his head with a towel to retain his body heat and pulled the comforter back.

      Straddling his torso, Brenna reached for his buttons. When the next drum of thunder rattled under her feet, she was surprised to find she was not concentrating on the storm. “Nothing like nearly killing somebody on your doorstep to distract you from your phobias.”

      She breathed in slowly and tried to view his body from a clinical perspective. First, she placed her hands on his firm torso, feeling the heat and taut muscle. Then she undid the first button. He groaned, and she jerked back. Her mind was a hodgepodge of sensations—guilt, admiration, curiosity, and…oh, really?…lust. Was that her, or the other Brenna? Oh, that was you, chica, Bad Brenna snickered.

      When was the last time she’d felt that gut-deep attraction to a man? Uh … never? She enjoyed making love as much as the next girl, not that she was that experienced, but with most guys it was so... uninspired. Why did this man cause her pulse to race even as he lay unconscious? She remembered when he’d tried to calm her, and the pure grit he’d shown when she’d needed his help to get him inside.

      Before she’d left Storm Lake for college near DC everyone had thought Brenna would be the quintessential city girl, exploring her sexuality. But circumstances had robbed her of her spontaneity. Hope dawned now that she was coming out of that dark place born from tragedy.

      “Stop trying to distract me,” she said, starting on the buttons again. “You are one heavy sucker. I don’t know how we’ll get your clothes off.“
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      Where the hell was he?

      Hell...was right. Some ancient god had thrown a bolt from a black, roiling sky. There were burnt timbers at his feet and lightning all around him. Fifty yards away, the surf pounded against the rocks on the beach. How had he gotten here? Oh, he’d been lost, but he took off for the pines when he'd noticed a light, and rather than waiting around to be the angry god’s next target, he stumbled toward it.

      He shivered dodging flames and limbs for—he didn’t know how long—until he found the hut. He knocked on the door and a dark-haired warrior princess nearly took his head off—for no reason.

      Just before she hit him with her sword, he heard her Valkyrie scream and her blazing ice-blue eyes had contacted his. Beautiful…had been his last thought.

      “We need to get your clothes off,” his goddess said.

      Light flashed around him, and vibrations beneath him followed the sound of tinkling glass. She sighed, those gorgeous eyes staring down at him. “I’ll tell you a little secret. I’m not myself when there’s a severe storm.”

      He shivered as a chill breeze met his hot skin. “That does it,” she said. She shifted.

      She was leaving. "No." He reached out, clasped one hand around something…something soft and plump. Her blue eyes went wide, and she raised her blade.
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      “I’ll just use the scissors. That’ll be the most expedient.” Brenna reached across his torso with the scissors but froze when his hand landed on her breast.

      “Mmm, come back here,” the man beneath her mumbled when she pulled away.

      Okay, now he was talking in his sleep? Brenna swallowed and realized that her body was contacting his zipper and the enthusiastic presence behind it. “Um,” Brenna began, not having any idea what to say. But his hand was still on her breast, and he was looking at her with pure male speculation, the golden eyes heated. Maybe she could use this to her advantage.

      “Can you help me get your clothes off…uh…handsome?”

      The hardness under her jumped like a happy puppy. He chuckled. “No problem, Babe,” but his hand dropped to his side.

      Mentally fanning herself, she laughed. “That was close. Back to plan A.” This time she used the scissors, slipping them beneath the material of his t-shirt to cut it away from his deeply tanned skin. The hair on his chest extended like a narrow highway between ridges of muscle that disappeared beneath the waistband of his jeans.

      Well-defined biceps were one of her favorite parts of the male anatomy, and his, even in repose, were impressive. The dayold beard and the unfortunate injury to his forehead did nothing to mar his devastating looks. She licked her lips. Beyond the guilt of ogling now, she assessed him. He probably weighed two-twenty. She sighed. It would be so much easier if he’d undress himself.

      “All right.” Hands on her hips, she said, “Time to wake up and take your jeans off,” mimicking her grandmother’s no-nonsense tone of voice.

      A second passed.

      And another.

      The fire crackled in the hearth. Rain drummed on the roof in a steady deluge. “Huh.”

      Bright light seared her eyes followed by a loud crack of thunder, then more rumbling and glass shaking. She started, her hands landing on his corded abs. Her breath whooshed out. Even as her fingers wanted to loiter for a bit. “Let’s just do this before I lose my nerve.”

      She untied his work boots and dropped them on the floor. His socks followed. When she unbuckled his belt, her fingers tightened on the zipper. Dark, springy curls were revealed as she pulled it down. “Oh, man.” She felt her face flush as candlelight flickered on his skin. She would not get him undressed with her eyes averted. “Think clinically…”

      Right, said Bad Brenna. You think clinically. I’ll watch.

      Brenna inserted the scissors and cut away the soggy jeans, admiring his long, long legs, revealing inch after inch, well, foot after foot of latent power, hard and soft, brawny yet sleek. His masculine beauty mesmerized her. In the light of the fire, he actually resembled one of those men lit by flames.

      The wet jeans hit the wooden floor with a slap and suddenly her wrist was in his grip. He jerked her down over him so fast she gasped. With his large hand on her neck he slid his lips over hers, but not roughly. Ohh, no. He was not rough. He feasted, tasting, teasing her lips open for a deeper kiss.

      “Mmm.” Her lips surrendered to the tender onslaught as if she had been lying dormant waiting for this man’s touch. His hands roamed over her back and down to cup her buttocks, bringing her in close against him.

      Her brain was flickering in and out.

      I should stop him.

      No, don’t do that! Fiesty Brenna put in her two cents. God, can this guy kiss!

      He thrust against her. Whoa!

      “Whoa,” she said, and jumped off him. But his hand held hers, and his eyes, of the clearest amber, froze her in place. His body was so obviously ready. Somehow she found it impossible to look away.

      “Come back to bed, my love.”

      Longing stung her eyes at his words. “Brenna,” she blurted, as if to break the spell, to bring him back to reality. Or her. Yeah…her.

      “My name is Brenna.” What was she doing—reminding herself who she was? Not a bad idea considering everything she'd done so far.

      His smile was indulgent. “Brenna. Come back to bed.”

      And that was it. Those beautiful topaz eyes closed, and it was as if he’d never spoken…except for the fire in her body and the bump under the quilt.

      Brenna scrubbed her face with her hands, “Whew. What am I going to do with you?” she asked his unconscious form. “That kiss is lethal. So is that what you do for a living? Sell kisses at carnivals to a long line of desperate hopefuls?” She realized fatigue and nerves were making her silly.

      He seemed to be resting so she collapsed into the armchair next to the fireplace to get warm. It was impossible not to imagine herself snuggled up next to him. What next? If they could just get the power restored…

      She awoke to the sound of more glass breaking. Ditching the quilt she looked around. Thick rivulets of rain gushed off the roof as the wind roared outside. By the light of a candle she made out the tall form of Handsome Burglar clinging to the sofa as if it were an anchor. She smiled at the nickname and the sexy scene, the stranger dressed in the thick bathrobe. Her lamp lay on its side by his feet along with the other quilt. He looked like a man preparing to launch on a long voyage, swaying jerkily. He turned a hawk-like gaze on her and she felt it straight to her toes. “Where’s the bathroom?”

      Brenna scrambled to him. “I’ll help you.” He released his anchor, and the ship was loosed from its mooring, advancing full throttle on the kitchen doorway. “Hold on, hold on.” She tightened her grip on him.

      “Who are you?” he demanded, looking down at her with suspicious eyes.

      Her eyes widened with consternation. “Oh my God. You have amnesia! You don’t know who you are.”

      “No, damn it. I know exactly who I am.” His words were slurred. “What I don’t know is who you are, and why my head feels like it’s about to implode.”

      He swayed and staggered backward. It didn’t take precognitive abilities to see it coming. She grabbed for him, wedging herself behind him to prevent yet another concussion. Now, hadn’t she known what would happen next?

      Suddenly, he was toppling backward, but at the last minute—he flipped her over to take the brunt of the contact with the hard floor himself. She felt the air leave him, followed by a startled oomph as she landed on top of him—hard.

      “Well,” Brenna blew the hair out of her eyes. “I guess chivalry isn’t dead. I'll bet that hurt.” She rubbed her knee as he threw an arm over his face and groaned. She was going to succeed in killing him if she didn’t get him into the bedroom.

      He swore again, lavishly, and this time her grandfather, who’d spent thirty years in the Navy, saluted from his grave. For a couple of long seconds, he floundered like a beached octopus, legs kicking and arms moving until he finally righted himself. Brenna knelt next to him and placed her hand on his shoulder.

      He flinched and shook her hand away. “Leave me alone. Are you trying to kill me?” His left hand cradled his temple.

      “I’ll have you know I was trying to break your fall. You were going down like a Redwood in the Sequoia National Forest.”

      He shook his head, muttering, “Fool woman. If I’d landed on you, you might have been hurt.”

      Another sharp crack of thunder made Brenna flinch. When the light flickered on those amber eyes amid a mask of blood and bruises, she shivered. Bad Brenna was thinking, He’d make a nice Christmas present. Her eyes traveled down the contours of his body. But rational, sane, levelheaded Brenna knew this might turn into her worst nightmare.

      How could she even think of sex at a time like this? Her house was a wreck. The power was out. Handsome stranger or naked burglar or hunky naked burglar—however she chose to think of him, the bottom line was she didn’t know how she was going to get him on his feet.

      It couldn’t get any worse.

      “Shit. My head hurts and I have to piss,” he said.

      She rolled her eyes. What a gentleman.

      He put his hands on the floor, gathering the strength to rise. He swayed like a rickety saw horse on all fours, arms quivering as his face turned a sickly green and his features contorted.

      “Oh, no.” She recognized that look.

      “No, no, wait.” She darted for the trashcan.

      Too late. He threw up, and her freshly waxed hardwood floor was covered with a stinking, steaming, slippery pile of vomit.

      “Ick.”

      She glimpsed his eyes rolling up and just as she got a hand on one powerful forearm, he passed out. Unfortunately, she wasn’t able to keep his shoulder from grazing the oozing pile of muck when he landed. Well this was all her fault.

      Then, a loud boom shook the cabin as if to punctuate the situation.

      Brenna looked up at the ceiling. “Oh, quit, will you?”
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      His head was killing him. What had happened? He couldn’t remember the last time he’d had a hangover. He had to get up and get some aspirin.

      A husky voice filtered through the stabbing pain, “You’re too far gone for me to keep you awake and too big to walk you around the living room. Now, you have to get up.”

      He opened one eye and looked at the woman standing over him. It was his beautiful Amazon, with that ebony hair falling around her face and eyes the color of Fiji waters. She paced back and forth, running her hands through hair that tumbled several inches past her shoulders. All that was missing was her sword. He lifted the white cover and peered down. Naked as a jaybird. Hmm…

      Then she was standing next to him, no sword though, just a mop and bucket. So, not a goddess, just a woman. He blinked and frowned. Not just a woman.

      “Damn. You again. I thought I was dreaming.” He threw an arm over his face, cursing when it came into contact with his forehead. He peered up at her through one slitted eyelid and asked, “Where am I?”

      “My cabin.” She knelt beside him and put her hand on his aching temple. Her skin was so soft and cool. “You’re very hot.”

      He took her hand, holding it against his cheek. “You’re not so bad yourself.”

      “Hah, ha. Now, I want to get you into the bedroom.”

      “Sorry. I don’t put out on the first date,” he said then groaned. He wanted to keep flirting with her but his head was pounding and he didn’t have the energy to raise his eyelids.

      She pinched his cheek. "Ow."

      “I mean it.” Her look reminded him of a third-grade teacher’s. “We’ve got to do this now. The operative word here is ‘we’. You and me, HB. Ready?”

      HB? Why was she calling him HB? But he went along with it. He wouldn’t admit it out loud, but he could use a little boost.

      “One,” she counted.

      This seemed familiar. He rolled to his hands and knees, but his head drooped like a dishrag. He gritted his teeth and lurched off the floor as she reached under his arm and pulled. “Two.”

      “And…three!”

      They surged to their feet, leaning against the couch, her body pressed against his until he could continue. He was panting as if he’d just sprinted a mile.

      “That was good. Next time we should be able to get through there to the bed.” She pointed with her head. “Ready?”

      Brenna’s heart took a dive when his lids closed briefly, and his head sank. He could pass out again any minute, but when eyes the color of Tennessee whiskey opened, she saw the same look he’d had at the bottom of the steps—determination.

      “All right,” Brenna said. “Turn that way.” Pointing her finger toward the hallway, she got a better grip on him. “We're going through that door. See, it’s not far.” He probably thought she always talked to sexy hunks like they were children, but at this point she’d do anything to get him onto the bed.

      They left the safety of the wall and step by excruciating step trudged toward the bedroom. Every muscle in her body complained as she struggled to keep him upright. They pushed against each other like two adversaries in an Olympic wrestling match but managed to stay upright until he toppled onto the massive oak bed, cursing as he landed.

       She placed the covers over him and spoke in a soothing voice, “Easy there. You’re okay now, just rest.” The lines between his eyebrows eventually eased as he slipped back into unconsciousness.

      After checking the fire and gathering up the soiled linens and pieces of clothing from the floor, she stuffed them into a garbage bag and placed it in the laundry room until the power was restored. But when she returned to the bedroom, Brenna found the big man shivering violently under the covers and thrashing about.

      What was going on? She stretched more blankets over him. His complexion looked gray in the light of the candle instead of its earlier bronze and he was hotter than Hades.

      “This just keeps getting worse.” They both needed rest. Had it been just two hours? It felt like two days.

      The rain still lashed at the window panes with the lightning not as frequent and farther off, but Brenna knew there was more bad weather to come. They’d predicted several days of this as the low moved across the lake. Ironically, the presence of the big man in her bed seemed to lessen her fear.

      An hour later he groaned and tried to rise but Brenna stopped him. “You need to rest.”

      “I need a shower,” he said, sounding remarkably clearheaded.

      He might, but he wasn’t going to get one. “You’ve been sick and I’m not about to let you get in the shower.” There she went again in that voice fit only for children, a voice even she didn’t recognize.

      With a touch of petulance, he said, “But I always take a shower every night before bed. You know that.”

      Her eyebrows rose and her head tilted studying him. She knew that?

      “Well . . . not tonight. Okay?”

      He swung his legs to the side of the bed and stood, a trained decathlete would run a poor second to his sculptured beauty. Then he strode down the hallway. Brenna just stared after Hunky Burglar as he took off in the direction of the bathroom once again. Was he moving on instinct or did he remember? She followed since there didn’t seem to be much else she could do. He seemed to have come out of his stupor in command of all his faculties.

      A sharp noise came from outside as they reached the living room. All at once, he pushed her against the cabinet, extending his hand as if it held a gun. He crouched low, searching the room, a sleek, muscled panther sniffing the air, placing himself between her and some imagined threat.

      “Hey, it was just a limb hitting the roof,” Brenna said, careful not to startle him. Each sleek powerful line of his body was rigid with tension. If anyone had told her she wouldn’t be laughing at a naked man crouched in her living room with his finger pistol, she wouldn’t have believed it. He obviously took this protection business seriously.

      She tried again. “Come on. Put the uh, ‘gun’ away.” His intensity was spellbinding. She placed her hand tentatively on his arm and said, “I think it’s okay now.” He dropped his gun hand to his side and rubbed his head with the other.

      After securing a promise from him to call if he needed her, Brenna left him in the bathroom. She didn’t hear a large body hitting the floor, so she waited. He’d finished brushing his teeth and was running a washcloth over his chest when she opened the door.

      He turned slowly, giving her another perfect view of his . . .physique and winked. Oh, man. His molten gaze made heat race through her limbs and pool between her legs. Heaven help her, but he was whoopee on a stick, totally boinkable.

      And totally…off limits.

      “Sex is the mother of all distractions," her friend Godiva had said one evening and Brenna was keenly aware that this handsome distraction was blowing her fear away as effectively as a strong north wind.
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      He watched his tall lover in the mirror and gave her his best innocent smile, taking a towel from the wall. “Scrub my back, would you, babe?” She took the towel from him and rubbed briskly, the friction of the towel against his skin making him groan with pleasure.

      She wasn’t just tall. There was a mysterious strength in her, an elegance of motion. And those blue eyes surrounded with lush black fringe… he could dive into them and not come up for air for days. He was ready to feel her hands on him again and have her squirming beneath him like before.

      He shook his head and frowned because…all of a sudden he didn't feel like making love. It was all he could do just to remain standing with the fog that stole over his brain. He pressed the pads of his fingers to his pounding temples. “I still need an aspirin for my headache,” he said weakly, “and... need t’ lie down. Now.” His limbs had begun to tremble, so he didn’t resist when she quickly pulled his arm around her shoulder.

      “Let’s get you back to bed.”

      “Sounds great,” he said, trying for flippant but achieving only weak relief. He’d been afraid he’d embarrass himself and pass out in the hallway. He sank down onto the soft mattress with a groan. “Oh, man, I feel like hell.”

      A deep shudder racked him as she handed him the Tylenol. The water glass shook in his hand but he watched through drooping lashes as she changed into an old football jersey. As he faded away, he sensed her sliding into bed next to him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            6

          

        

      

    

    
      Fire was everywhere. The flames licked the trees, the sky. Everywhere he turned, the ground smoked beneath him, making his chest ache as he inhaled the acrid air. He spun, looking for a way out, and saw a shadow coming out of the fire.

      Where was he? He didn’t recognize this land. Someone tackled him, pulled him toward a clearing, through the burning trees. Then the flames receded. Cool water trickled over the rocks and pooled at his feet. He dipped his hands into the stream and drank, splashing the water on his hot flesh.

      Her reflection appeared next to him in the pool, then disappeared. He stood and followed the ethereal figure. It was her again. His Amazon goddess.

      He reached for her but stumbled over an exposed root. “Don’t go,” he cried.

      Water lapped at the edge of the stream. He fell near it, the blessed coolness of it. He had to get up and follow her. Had to find out. He staggered to his feet and cried, “Wait. Tell me…”

      She turned slowly.

      “Why?” he asked, tears streaming down his cheeks.

      The smooth skin of the regal beauty changed before his eyes. He cringed. The shriveled remains of a woman stood before him. As he watched, horrified, she was consumed by the flames. All that remained was ashes.

      Brenna awakened to the agitated movements of the man next to her. Overused muscles protested as she knelt over him. He was delirious with fever, his head
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