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Dedication
To my friends, Hope and Deana!
Thanks for all the great memories and for always being willing to Thelma and Louise to my rescue!



Prologue
Deana Sawyer was unlucky. Not just clumsy, not just a few mishaps; somewhere along the line, she had been cursed with the worst luck ever bestowed upon one single person.
It had all started in sixth grade, when she’d been dared on Halloween to grab one of Miz Velma’s jack-o’-lanterns and smash it on the sidewalk. It had been a shame too, because those jack-o’-lanterns were beautiful, carved into intricate scenes that had probably taken hours of precise cuts. But when the most popular girl in school offered to be your best friend if you just do one simple prank, you did it, right?
Well, she had done it, picked up that pumpkin, held it over her head, and heaved it down onto the pavement. Bam. Splat. Orange pieces scattered across the walkway. Deana hadn’t been able to move as she’d stared down at the mess, so transfixed, she hadn’t heard the door open behind her until a horrible screech sounded.
“You vile, brat!”
Deana had spun around, slipped on a chunk of pumpkin and fallen on her butt. Her gaze had traveled up the dark fabric of Miz Velma’s long, ragged dress as the older woman stood over her. They stopped only when she reached the woman’s angry eyes, glaring at her beneath the black witch’s hat.
“Deana Sawyer!” Miz Velma’s voice was breathy with shock, and Deana had wanted to crawl behind the bushes in shame. Miz Velma was the town librarian, and although some people called her a witch, she had always been kind to Deana.
“Miz Velma… I…” Deana stuttered, hearing the sound of retreating feet behind her. It seemed her new friends had already abandoned her.
“I expected this behavior from so many other children, Deana, but never from you.” Miz Velma’s voice was strangled, as if she was holding back tears and Deana’s own tears had pricked with shame.
“Miz Velma…I…I didn’t want to, but—”
“But you were pressured into it?” Miz Velma’s face twisted into a disgusted sneer. “I am about to impart my last bit of wisdom to you, Deana Sawyer. You will never be one of them. You will always be a clumsy, bookish girl who people will tease and ridicule. Until you accept who you are on the inside, you will never like yourself, and neither will anyone else.”
At those last harsh words, Miz Velma whirled around, her black shroud swirling with her, and walked back up the steps of her porch. As she disappeared inside, slamming the door behind her, tears fell from Deana’s eyes and trailed down her cheeks.
A few seconds later, the porch and the inside lights were shut off, and Deana was left alone, surrounded by chunks of broken pumpkin.
Deana avoided the library and Miz Velma as much as possible. She was haunted by Miz Velma’s words, which turned out to be very true. The popular girls she had tried to impress had used what happened as new fodder to tease and ridicule her, and she had never become more to them than the butt of their jokes.
So she’d kept quiet, fading into the background at school, and focused on her grades. After that night, though, strange things started happening. Strange, awful accidents. There had been the stage face-plant in eighth grade, when she’d fallen face-first in front of the whole town, breaking her nose just as she was reaching for her diploma. The pale pink dress her mother had spent a month making her had been soaked with blood, and she’d had two black eyes and a swollen nose for the whole month of June.
Freshman year, hoping to change her image again, she’d tried out for the dance team. Despite the other girls snickering at her, she had done pretty well. Even made it into the top three.
Unfortunately, she kicked too wide and sent Becky Jackson flying into Molly Sherman, who ended up with a mild concussion. She hadn’t made the team, so she’d joined the Math Magicians and peer counseling. Neither activity boosted her popularity, but at least it had looked good on her college applications.
Sophomore year. Mr. Wharton had approached her to tutor one of the senior football players. The guy had been failing math, and despite her agreement, she had dreaded it. Her arch nemesis, Leah Paulsen, had come up with the ingenious name, Disaster Deana, and the football players had enjoyed chanting it every time she managed one of her klutz-tastic accidents. The last thing she needed was to spend her time and effort on one of the lack-witted jerks who enjoyed making her life a living hell.
Still, she found herself waiting after school in the bleachers as football practice concluded. After fifteen minutes, she finally got up, deciding that her new pupil wasn’t coming and she was off the hook. As she started down the bleachers, her ankle turned, and she went airborne, her shoulder hitting the hard metal first as she started to tumble. Her whole body rolled once, twice, each twist causing a new sharp, searing pain to shoot from her hip, her arm, her thigh.
She felt hands on her as her fall came to an abrupt halt, and a worried male voice said, “Shit, are you okay? Can you hear me?”
She hadn’t been able to answer before the world tumbled into total darkness.
 
* * *
 
Deana woke up groggy and sore. Her mouth was as dry as the Sahara Desert and tasted like mothballs. She opened her eyes, blinking and squinting against the brightness, searching the white walls for any sign of where she was. The steady beep reached her ears, and she looked up next to her bed to find a medical monitor. There were rails along the bed, and she could feel her bare butt against a scratch sheet. She lifted the blanket on her and found she was wearing a cotton hospital gown.
“Hey, you’re awake.”
She jerked her head toward the deep voice, and her head swam a bit.
“My head…”
“Yeah, I think they gave you a dose of something to dull the pain. You took quite a tumble.”
She finally noticed the boy sitting next to her. Actually, boy was not a good description. Hunk of gorgeousness, maybe? Tousled dark hair, green eyes, and a square jaw with the shadow of scruff across his cheeks made him appear older. His accent was pure Texan, yet still she couldn’t place him.
“Who…” She swallowed hard against the dryness, “…are you?”
“Sorry, we didn’t get a chance to officially meet. I’m Finn Meyers.” Warm fingers wrapped around her hand and squeeze gently. “I’m the dummy you were supposed to tutor.”
Her brain had tried to tie things together, but all she had managed was “You were there when I fell?”
“Yeah, scared the hell out of me too,” he said.
Maybe it was the drugs. Maybe it was the way his smile blurred into a perfect face, but she squeezed his hand back, whispering, “My hero.”
And as she fell back into a drug-induced stupor, a rough chuckle followed her down.
 
* * *
 
When Deana finally made it back to school, she had developed a Texas-size crush on Finn, whose sweet, good-old-boy attitude made him all the more endearing. He wasn’t Math Magician smart by any means, but he was a lot smarter than the other blockheads she’d found herself tutoring. When they’d made it through his first makeup test, he’d picked her up, twirling her around in his arms, and she had held on tight, taking in the warm, hard planes of his body and the light scent of Irish Spring soap. She’d never wanted him to let her go.
The day Finn had really stolen her heart for good, though, had been a warm November night when she’d been reading a word problem out loud. She’d turned to look at Finn, and her voice had died as his mouth swooped in and took hers. Her first kiss, and it had been sloppy, wet, and perfect. He’d pulled away with a smile, his voice a deep rumble that made every nerve in her body explode.
“I like you, De.”
Deana had been over the moon with happiness, and had spent the whole weekend singing, dancing, and whistling around the house, without a single accident.
Monday morning, though, Deana had quickly realized that Finn was avoiding her. He ducked into the bathroom when she waved or turned his back to talk to someone else when she came out of class. She’d been puzzled and hurt at first. Even during their tutoring sessions, when there was no way to avoid her, he had pulled his arm away from her touch a time or two.
Finally, anger smoldered to the surface, and she slammed the textbook she’d been reading closed. “What is the matter with you?”
His eyes shifted away from hers, but she could have sworn he appeared guilty. “What do you mean?”
“I mean, you’ve been avoiding me and acting weird. What did I do?” She hated the pleading tone in her voice, which only fueled her fury. She’d been humiliated enough to last a lifetime, and now this guy, who she’d begun to have feelings for, was lying. At least the other people who tormented her were open with their maliciousness.
“You didn’t do anything!” he snapped.
There he went, hiding again. “Obviously, I did something. Just tell me the truth. I mean, on Friday when you—”
He cut in, his green eyes meeting hers with a look full of regret, and her stomach turned. “Look. I’m new here, and it’s my senior year. I’m going to go to college next year and get out of this town anyway. I’m not looking for anything serious, and I just want to fit in.”
Cold sweat broke out all over her body as she anticipated the punchline. “And you can’t do that if you date Disaster Deana, right?”
He swallowed, grimacing like there was something foul in his mouth, and she knew deep down he wasn’t this guy, that he hated what he was doing. It didn’t make it any less painful or make her sympathize with him one little bit. After all, it might be his reputation he was saving, but it was her heart that was breaking.
“You know what? Don’t worry about it. I think you should probably find a new tutor, though.” She stood swiftly, holding on to the shreds of her dignity as she walked away from him. Even when he called her name, she didn’t turn back, prepared to make her grand exit.
Instead, she’d walked into a library cart full of books and had fallen over it. Books scattered around her as she lay on the ground, so horrified she couldn’t move.
Burying her head in her arms, she couldn’t hold back the sobs that exploded from her.
His hand came down to rest on her shoulder, and it infuriated her. She shook him off and sat up, dashing at the tears on her cheeks as she struggled to her feet. “Just leave me alone.”
“De—”
“Leave me alone.” She ran for the door of the library and all the way home, making it after fifteen minutes of lung-burning pain and several scrapes and bruises from falling.
After she slammed into her bedroom, she leaned back against the door, breathing heavily. She caught her reflection in her vanity mirror. At the red-rimmed, puffy eyes and pale skin. She stared at the face of Disaster Deana and swore, “One day, things are going to be different. Just you wait.”



Chapter One
Eight years, eleven months, and fourteen hours later.
 
Deana Sawyer paced down the main street of Loco, Texas, population 3,112, trying to drum up the courage to walk into Crazy Al’s Food and Drug. It wasn’t like she was a silly teenager and needed to sneak around, but she also didn’t want everyone in town talking about how Disaster Deana was seen buying red hair dye and condoms. It wasn’t any of their business what she did or didn’t do in her spare time.
Except people love to talk, and they’re going to wonder who you’re shacking up with.
The truth was…nobody. Yet. But Deana had a plan. Before Christmas, she was going to get a man and shed her horrible luck if it was the last thing she did.
With a deep breath, she ducked into Crazy Al’s and made a beeline for the beauty aisle, determination lengthening her short stride.
“Well, good morning, Deana, honey. How’s your mama doing?” a voice called from her left.
Deana stopped and gave Albert Calhoun, Senior a nervous smile. “She’s doing fine, Mr. Calhoun.”
“Enjoying Arizona, huh? Tell her we miss her, okay?” Mr. Calhoun raised a bushy red brow laced with gray. Mr. Calhoun and her mother had gone to high school together, and she always had a feeling he might have been sweet on her before he married Mrs. Calhoun.
“Will do.” Then she snuck away before he could ask her anything else. She was on a mission.
Her escape was blocked when she bumped into another customer, and she immediately started to apologize. Before she could get the words out, though, she lost her balance and fell against a canned food display. As she struggled to remain upright, the unmistakable crash of cans met her ears. She closed her eyes and hit the ground, covering her head in case one of the hard cylinders fell on her.
“Dad-burned and blast!” Mr. Calhoun shouted.
Deana moved her arms enough to see she was safe from any lingering cans. As she started to sit up, rough hands lifted her to her feet from behind, and she looked over her shoulder, past Mr. Calhoun’s scowling face, to see the retreating back of a man with unkempt hair. As he exited the store, he turned back, staring at her with dark fathomless eyes, and a shiver raced up her spine. Where did she know him from? He seemed familiar, in a disturbing sort of way.
“Are you all right, Deana? What happened? Did you have another one of your spells?” Mr. Calhoun fired off the quick succession of questions, drawing her attention from the creepy man.
Spells. That’s what many of the older generation called her frequent bouts of clumsiness. Or episodes. Or total catastrophes. Just once, she wished she could spend one day where nothing bad happened around her. No slipping, sliding, tripping, falling… One day when she wasn’t Disaster Deana.
“I’m fine, Mr. Calhoun. I’m really sorry for knocking over your display.” Mr. Calhoun tried to help her to her feet, but instead, she knelt down to pick up the mess.
“No!” Mr. Calhoun’s shout made her jump. Covering his panic with a cough, Mr. Calhoun added, “Don’t worry about it, Deana. I’ll have Paul restock them.
Deana stood back up, heat suffusing her cheeks, and hurried away from him to the beauty aisle. She picked up the first red hair dye she saw and moved on to the next item on her list. Finally spotting the condoms, she blinked at them as she read every label. Ribbed. Magnum. Glow in the dark.
Grabbing a pack of regular, she stacked the items in her hands and walked up to the checkout. Sweat trickled down her back as she tried to calm the queasy, gut-wrenching nervousness. She was an adult. There was nothing wrong with being prepared.
As she set the items down and waited, Mr. Calhoun came around the corner, followed by his bag boy, Paul. She was a little surprised none of the five Calhoun siblings helped their dad out, especially since two of the girls were living at home again.
Mr. Calhoun rang up the hair dye, shaking his head. “I don’t know why you women want to go coloring your hair all the time. What’s the matter with being natural? I swear, my daughters are constantly plucking and tweezing, and it’s enough to make a man…” Mr. Calhoun’s voice trailed off when he picked up the condoms. When he looked at Deana with raised eyebrows, she expected a lot of things to come out of his mouth, but…
“Erm…what are these for?” Mr. Calhoun asked blankly.
Deana heard Paul’s snort and wanted to smack the kid. Hard. Right after she heaped a large spoonful of punishment onto Mr. Calhoun’s giant, red-haired noggin.
Humiliation she was used to, but when it was caused by a stupid, thoughtless question? Well, that just pissed her the hell off!
“Well, Mr. Calhoun, sometimes people use them to prevent the spread of STDs and pregnancy during intercourse.”
He flushed as Paul scoffed, and Deana pulled out a twenty, handed it to Mr. Calhoun, and snatched up her purchases without asking for a bag. “Keep the change.”
 
* * *
 
Finn Meyers walked up the main street of Loco, Texas, and chuckled at the lack of change the town had gone through in the last eight years. Still playing up the English translation of the town’s name, like Crazy Al’s or Dye Me Crazy Salon, the businesses that lined the streets looked like they belonged in the last century. Older buildings suited more for an old western movie lined the streets, with the only updates being a concrete sidewalk and neon signs in the windows.
Okay, so he was being unfair. The town had character, which was why he’d moved back. He wanted to be somewhere quiet, quaint, and without all the bullshit that came along with living in a large city.
He passed by a group of women who eyeballed him with obvious interest. Giving them his best smile, he drawled, “Ladies.”
The trio giggled, and he turned to watch them walk away, their butts looking mighty fine in their tight Wranglers. Another thing he’d missed about Texas was the women; no other place in the world raised ’em like Texas did.
Turning around again, he heard the faint sound of a bell right before crashing into someone exiting Crazy Al’s Food and Drug. Catching himself, he grabbed ahold of soft shoulders under a bulky sweater and looked down into wide gray-green eyes behind a pair of silver-framed glasses. The eyes were so familiar; it was as if the air had been sucked out of his lungs.
“Deana Sawyer?” He’d always thought she would go off to college and leave this town in her rearview. What was she doing there?
She looked stunned, her mouth hanging open in her heart-shaped face. With creamy skin and a touch of pink in her cheeks, Deana had always been a cute little thing. Even if she was accident prone.
“Hey, how are you doing?” Damn, he sounded casual. Nothing like their last actual conversation, where he’d behaved like a total dick. He might have been just a stupid kid, but he’d known acting like that was bullshit.
Whatever shocked spell she’d been under, she snapped out it of abruptly and jerked away from him to pick up whatever she’d dropped.
“I’m fine,” she said, grabbing hold of one of the boxes.
And apparently still holding a grudge.
Stooping, he picked up the other box she’d dropped, and his eyebrows rose. He handed her the condoms, fighting back a smile. “Here.”
Even with her head down, he still caught the telltale blush creeping up her neck. “Thank you.”
Finn remembered how sweet it used to be to watch Deana turn rosy and stammer whenever he’d teased her. That had been before their kiss. Before he’d listened to that asshole, Branson Alexander, about how dating Deana would be a bad idea and made a jackass out of himself.
“So hey, maybe you might want to get a drink sometime? Catch up on what you’re up to?” Finn asked.
Her gaze flew up to meet his as she stood, and her mouth twisted into a frown. “No, thank you.”
Spinning on her heel, she walked away from him, leaving him wondering what had possessed him to ask her out in the first place. It wasn’t as if she’d been haunting his thoughts the last eight years.
She does have a nice little frame, though.
 
* * *
 
Deana stared at her reflection in her bedroom mirror, cursing at the violent shade of pink her normally dull, ash-blonde hair had turned. She picked up the box of Radiant Red hair dye and read the directions again, staring at the before-and-after pictures in simmering rage.
Cheap, lying, chemical crap! Throwing the box across the room, she tried to breathe normally, counting to ten. She thought she’d finally beaten her bad luck. She’d managed to score a great job teaching English at the high school, drop the fifteen pounds she’d been struggling with all summer, and she’d even noticed Grant Parsons checking her out. All she needed was the right eye-catching look to finally take hold of her new and improved life and leave Disaster Deana far behind.
Now here she was at five thirty on Halloween night, expecting to unveil flaming red hair and her hot Little Red Riding Hood costume, but no. No, her hair was strawberry-shortcake pink, and her costume still hadn’t arrived by UPS.
As if her anger alone had summoned it, she heard a knock on the door. Covering her hair with a towel, she ran out to answer.
The tall man on the other side of the screen looked at her newly painted red toenails and raked his gaze upward. Even though he was not at all what she was looking for, the glow of appreciation in his eyes made her feel a little better.
“I have a package for you, ma’am.”
“Thank you.” She opened the screen door and stepped out to sign for it. “How are you doing?”
Suddenly, she felt a tug on her head, and the towel was gone. She watched as his eyes widened and a coughing fit overcame him as he tried hard to smother his laughter.
Angrily, she signed his electronic pad and shoved it at him harder than she meant to. Yanking the package from his other hand, she slammed the door on his hooting laughter.
“Jackass,” she muttered, holding the brown box close to her chest. She should be used to people laughing at her, but it still stung. No matter how old she got or how many times it happened, her mind would drift back to that day in the library.
No. You are not going to dwell on that today.
It doesn’t matter that he’s here in town. Nothing matters but tonight.
It sucked a big one, though, that Finn Meyers was still a major piece of eye candy. Like seriously dark-chocolate-truffle-with-milk-chocolate-filling-that-melts-in-your-mouth-until-you-just-have-to-moan-out-loud eye candy.
No. No. She was not going to be distracted by a jerk in sexy clothing. No matter how darkly scrumptious his eyes were, or how his drawl did very bad things to her nethers. Like quivery, quickening bad things that had no business happening just because Finn Meyers had strutted in with his bone-melting smile and wide shoulders, with those firm, cut arms that filled out a T-shirt so nicely.
Shaking herself and checking for drool, she carried her brown box into the bedroom, forgetting about her hair and Finn for just a moment as she opened it up and pulled out the plastic bag. She ripped it open, then reached in to grab the costume. Holding it up, she grinned and gave an excited squeal as she admired the red-checkered dress with a square neckline, a short skirt with layers of white tulle beneath, and a short red cape.
After tossing the dress onto her bed, she stripped out of her button-down shirt and jeans, happily anticipating how it would look. Once she was standing in her bra and panties, she loosened the corset laces on the dress and dragged it over her head.
The dress got stuck on her boobs, which really weren’t that big, and she frowned as she twisted and yanked the fabric down. The waist was tight around her middle, even with the loose laces, and the skirt fluffed out just below her butt, indecently short and breezy. Grabbing the tag hanging from her side, she screeched.
“Small!”
She’d ordered a medium, she was sure of it. She went to her laptop and opened it frantically. Once she’d double-checked her order receipt, which had a medium listed, she called the costume company. As she waited on hold, angrily pacing her living room, her sleek black cat, Salem, watched her with yellow eyes and a twitching tail.
When the operator picked up, Deana tried to speak calmly.
“Hello, my name is Deana Sawyer and I ordered a costume from you, but you sent me the wrong size.”
“Oh, I am terribly sorry about that, ma’am. Can I have your order number?”
Deana listed it, and the line was silent besides the hum of conversations in the background of the phone call. Apparently, the costume company’s call center was busy today.
“Let’s see, I have you down for a medium Sexy Red Riding Hood, is that right?”
“Yes, but you sent me a small, and it barely covers my rear,” Deana said.
“Oh dear. Well, I can, of course, send you a label for you to return it for a refund—”
“But what am I supposed to do for a costume tonight?” Deana tried to lower her voice, but it had risen several octaves as she pictured the perfect night she’d imagined slipping away.
“I don’t know what to tell you, ma’am, and I do apologize for the mix-up. Do you want me to send you a return label via email?”
“No, that’s fine. Thank you.”
“You are welcome, ma’am. Is there anything else I can assist you with?”
Deana told her no and ended the call with a groan, then threw the phone on the couch. She straightened the dress and went to check and see if it could be salvaged for the night.
The dress was tight, low-cut, and showed a lot of leg. Definitely not something she’d ever worn before, but maybe that was a good thing. Cocking her head to the side, she reassessed the situation. So her hair was a little brighter than she’d wanted. It was eye-catching, and she could always say it was part of her costume. The dress definitely screamed, “Hello, men, I’m available.”
No, this was not a look for Disaster Deana. When she went walking into the Halloween Haunt Fest, people were going to sit up and take notice. And later, when she attended the big Halloween bash at the Watering Hole, she was going home with someone. Anyone.
Well, anyone but Finn Meyers.



Chapter Two
Finn hated Halloween.
The costumes, the pranks, the crappy movies… Everything about the holiday pissed him off. Why he’d agreed to start his first shift on the Loco Police Department on Halloween, he had no idea. He had spent five years in Atlanta, and he’d seen some of the worst crime, shit that still haunted him. Which was why a holiday that glorified people dressing up as evil monsters made him sick. There were too many real monsters out there; he just didn’t understand celebrating the fake ones.
He came around the bend four miles from town and saw a white car on the side of the road, smoke pouring out around it. The trees that lined the road into town gave a spooky, shadowy scene. A lone figure stood off to the side, kicking and stomping like a three-year-old having a tantrum. As he pulled up behind the car, his headlights illuminated a woman in a skimpy Little Red Riding Hood costume, with bright pink hair. He tried not to laugh as he saw her turn toward him, shielding her face from his headlights.
After turning his cruiser off, he stepped out of the car. “Miss, are you all right?”
She squinted at him in the light, her red mouth turned down in a frown. “No, I’m not all right! Does it look like I’m all right?”
Finn’s eyebrow rose at her hostility, even as a niggling familiarity ate at him. “Can I call you a tow or something?”
“No, thank you, I already called. Bubba can’t come get it tonight because he’s already hammered, and I’m supposed to be at the haunted house in fifteen minutes. I just can’t believe this is happening to me tonight of all nights! First, my hair, then the costume, and now this! I swear it’s like some greater force is mocking me.” She stepped out of the high beams, so she wasn’t covered in shadows anymore. “I mean, do you know what it’s like to be called Disaster Deana and have people cross the street when they see you because they’re afraid some horrible mishap will befall them if they stand too close?”
Finn’s jaw dropped as he looked her over again. “Deana? Is that you?”
She stopped her rant, and her face turned sheet white in the dark. “Who are you? I can’t see you with the light in my eyes.”
Finn put down his flashlight. “It’s Finn Meyers. We just bumped into each other earlier—”
“Fan-fucking-tastic. Of course it’s you.” Her tone was angry and bitter, a far cry from the sweet, fun girl he remembered. “What are you doing here, anyway? I thought you were living in Georgia with your perfect girlfriend and kicking the crap out of criminals? And now you’re a cop here? Awesome. My night cannot get any worse, unless some great, hulking beast decides to step out of the trees and eat me.” He watched her twirl around with her hands out, yelling, “Come on, beasties! Suppertime!”
He took a few steps closer, and she stopped. Her chin rose defiantly, her eyes flashing in the high beams, and he couldn’t fight his grin at the sight she made. Her hair was a riot of hot-pink curls, her lips were wetly red and full, and her breasts rose so high above the square neckline of the dress, he thought they would pop out at any moment. She definitely wasn’t the plain-jeans-and-T-shirt girl he remembered.
“You sure have changed, De.” Without thinking, he reached out to finger one of her curls.
She jerked away from him. “Of course I’ve changed. People are always changing. It’s not like you’re the same arrogant, thoughtless jerk you used to be, right?”
Shame, guilt, and anger brewed inside him, and he dropped his hand. “I guess you’re still pissed at me about high school.”
“No, of course not. That would be ridiculous and petty. I was just stating a fact. You most likely aren’t the same jackass you used to be, and I’m not the same naïve simpleton.” And with that, she spun on her heel and headed back toward the smoking car.
“Where do you think you’re going?” he called after her, nearly swallowing his tongue when she opened the passenger door and bent over, her garter belt and half her black-lace-covered ass showing as she rummaged through her car.
Standing back up, she slipped her purse over her shoulder and slammed the door. “I am walking to town.”
The stubborn, irrational woman actually started doing just that, looking a little wobbly in her high heels. “Wait. Why don’t I give you a ride?”
She didn’t even bother to turn around and answer him, just tossed over her shoulder, “Because I’d rather be gutted by a machete-wielding maniac than ride in a car with you!”
Finn watched her fluffy skirt sashaying away from him, and tried to ignore the tightening in his pants. Whoever she was now, there was no resemblance between her and the sweet, bookish Deana he’d fallen for in high school.
Damn. He’d really liked Deana, with her soft blond hair that always fell forward as she read, and her expressive gray-green eyes that seemed to be constantly smiling. He had been an inconsiderate ass when he’d kissed her and then told her he couldn’t date her because she wasn’t popular enough. He’d been a punk kid, and he’d regretted it, but every time he’d tried to talk to her afterward, she’d ignored him. When he’d left for college, he hadn’t had time to think about her, his life had been so crazy.
One thing was for sure, though: He was no longer the eighteen-year-old kid just trying to survive his senior year. He was a grown-ass man who had changed and matured, and Deana Sawyer was going to see that. Even if he had to follow alongside her all the way into town to prove it to her.
 
* * *
 
Deana tried to ignore Finn and the car, but it was hard when she couldn’t stop thinking about how well he filled out his blue uniform. No matter how majorly jerk-tastic the guy was, he definitely had been eating his Wheaties. He was so hot it made her fingers twitch, wishing she could rip open his shirt and get her hands on all that no doubt muscly goodness underneath.
Despite how sexy he was, though, it didn’t change the fact that he was an inconsiderate asshat.
He’s following beside you. He offered you a ride. Doesn’t seem too asshatty to me.
Taking a deep breath, she tried to squelch the bitterness inside her. When had she become this constantly angry woman who snapped and snarled at everyone? The issues in her life really had nothing to do with the people around her. It just seemed like everything wrong in her life had been growing and weighing on her mind. Her lack of serious dating prospects was a major problem, but it was no excuse for her bad attitude. Even with the worst luck in the world, she had to concentrate on the good things in her life.
She had her health and a job with insurance. She owned her own house and had a fantastic family, even if her younger sister was a bit of a brat. She had Salem, who loved her unconditionally, and she’d been thinking of getting another cat. Her students respected her.
“Come on, you can’t walk to town in those heels. You’ll have blisters the size of a rattler’s head.”
Ugh, there he is again, just when I was about to gain perspective.
Without stopping, she said, “They’re really comfortable. I could walk to New York and not have a twinge.”
Actually, her feet were already starting to ache, but she didn’t want him to have the satisfaction of rescuing her. Yes, she was being nine kinds of stubborn, but she had her pride.
Or she had, right before her heel hit a dip in the road, and, off balance, she plummeted forward to the hard cement, landing on her palms and knees. An electric shock of pain made her cry out as it jolted up her arms and left her knee throbbing.
The sound of Finn’s car door opening and slamming shut made her groan. The heavy footfalls of his boots on the pavement resembled the beat of a drum as he approached, and she wanted to tell him not to help, but her throat was clogged with tears of discomfort.
His large hands gripped her biceps as he leaned over and hauled her to her feet as if she weighed nothing. As he turned her to face him, he released her arms to take her hands with one of his and turned on his flashlight once more with the other.
“Are you all right?” The beam shone down on her hands, and hissing through his teeth, he released her. “I have a first aid kit in my car.”
“I’m fine.” She tried to choke back the humiliated sobs as she lied, but she knew he could tell she was on the verge of crying pathetically.
Without warning, he jerked her to him until she felt everything he had to offer along the length of her body, and she couldn’t stop her gaze from rising to meet his.
“If you don’t get your ass onto the back of my car and be still, I’m going to put you in handcuffs. Got it?”
His tone and threat made her whole body shiver, but she wasn’t about to let him bully her. “You can’t arrest me. I haven’t done anything.”
“Maybe not.” Dropping his head, he said, “But we’re all alone out here, so for argument’s sake, why don’t you do what I ask? Unless maybe you want me to use the cuffs on you?”
The scene that flashed through her head was so erotic, a cold sweat broke out all over her body. Him slapping the cuffs on her, bending her over the car to frisk her. His hands traveling under her skirt and touching her, slipping along her panty line.
Squeezing her legs together and ignoring the undeniable throb between them, she snapped, “Fine, let’s get this over with before I’m really late.”
 
* * *
 
Finn was actually surprised Deana had agreed to let him look at her palms and knees, considering he really didn’t have a leg to stand on. He was also disappointed. Deana cuffed and spitting fire was something he would have liked to see. Her whole attitude toward him rankled, and he badly wanted to scrape away her hostile exterior and find the girl who had charmed him so well in high school.
Grabbing the first aid kit from the trunk, he called, “Where did I tell you to be?”
He shined the light on the ground, frowning at her as she hobbled toward him. “Okay, I’m here. Geez, you’re bossy.”
Setting the plastic case and the flashlight on the trunk, he turned to wrap his hands around her waist and lift her to sit next to them. Her breath hitched, and he caught her expression as he slid his hands down, over her thighs and finally away from her body. Whatever mixed bag of feelings Deana was fighting, she was definitely attracted to him.
He could work with that.
Opening the case, he used the flashlight to search through the contents, even though the full moon coming out was shedding quite a bit of light on them. When he found the alcohol wipes, he opened one with his teeth and took her hand in his, palm up. The road burn was red and raw, and he knew the alcohol was going to burn like a son of a bitch.
“This is going to sting.” He gently wiped at the wound with the wet gauze, and when she hissed through her teeth, he bent over and blew gently on the palm. She didn’t say anything, despite the fact that his mouth was only a few inches from her skin, and he found her silence more unnerving than her anger.
After he wiped away all the dirt, he dropped the gauze back into the kit and pulled out the Neosporin. Dabbing a small amount over the wound, he spread it around before placing a large Band-Aid over her palm.
“If you wrap these up with gauze, maybe you could be a mummy for Halloween.”
“I already have a costume.”
His gaze traveled over her again, especially where the red ties of her hood nestled above the creamy mounds of her cleavage.
“I was kidding. I like your costume. It’s very sexy.” He took her other hand in his, examining the deeper gash in her palm.
“Thank you.” Her voice was so soft, he almost didn’t hear it.
A smile spread across his face as he grabbed another alcohol swab. “You’re most welcome.”
This time when he started cleaning, she tried to pull her hand back when he bent over to blow on the stinging palm. “Shit, I’m sorry. I know it burns.” Every time he wiped away a little more grime, he blew a warm breath across her skin. He looked up at her and asked, “Is that better?”
She nodded, and he continued playing doctor, moving on to her ripped stockings. His erection throbbed painfully as his hand trailed over the top where her garter belt held her stockings. Unclipping the black nylons, he rolled them down, exposing her scraped and bleeding knees.
“Poor knees.” He went through the same routine as with her hands: wipe and blow, wipe and blow. When he applied the ointment, though, he heard a soft intake of breath and glanced up to find her biting her lip.
“I’m sorry, these are gonna be sore.” With quick efficiency, he placed the Band-Aids and gently pulled up the stockings, clipping them back into place.
He straightened, standing practically between her legs, with her wide eyes watching him and that soft mouth beckoning. “And I’m very sorry I hurt you.”
“Which time?”
Finn reached up to cup her cheek. “All of it, except for this.”
Without giving her a chance to respond, he covered her mouth with his in a hard, fast kiss, and the sweet feel of her lips softening under his was enough. Stepping closer, he wrapped one arm around her waist and the other cradled the back of her neck as he swept his tongue inside her mouth to touch hers. Her arms circled his shoulders, her hands running over the back of his head as she returned the kiss, her tongue and lips twisting and tangling with his. He pressed his erection into the soft center between her legs and felt her back arch, soft sounds vibrating against his mouth.
Dropping his hand down to glide across her back, over the fluff of her skirt to the top of her thigh, he didn’t really have a plan, except he wanted to touch her, test her.
Nipping her lip, he trailed his mouth down along the smoothness of her neck, pausing above the galloping pulse as his mouth fastened there and he sucked.
“Oh,” she whispered, grinding against him. He groaned as her movements inched his hand farther up her thigh. He was so close to the center of her heat, he could imagine how good she would feel. All he had to do was remove her panties and unfasten his pants; then he could slip inside her, make her scream his name as he took her, right there on the side of the road.
He heard the unmistakable sound of tires on pavement and, with a heavy breath, stepped away from her. She was leaning so far into him that she slipped off the back of his cruiser, and as her feet hit the ground, she cried out and fell against him.
He wrapped his arms around her to steady her. “What happened?”
“Stupid ankle.” Her voice strained through tightly gritted teeth.
“God, woman, you are a walking disaster,” he muttered, irritated at the interruption as a truck pulled up next to them.
Deana stiffened and jerked away from him. Before he could ask her what was wrong, the passenger window of the truck rolled down.
A red-haired man poked his head out and waved at them. Finn recognized Alfred “Red” Calhoun from when they went to high school together; all the Calhouns were pretty memorable with that hair color, but Red was also huge. Six and a half feet tall with linebacker shoulders, he had been a terrifying force on the football field. Eight years later, he still took up about half the truck.
“Everything okay?” Red Calhoun called.
Before Finn could say a word, Deana grabbed her purse off the back of his car and limped toward the other man’s truck. “Sure, Red, can you give me a ride to the festival?”
There was a pause before Red’s deep voice answered, “Sure, Deana, hop in.”
Deana opened the door, and Finn caught the shock on Red’s face in the dome light as he took in her appearance. “Holy—”
Finn couldn’t hear what she said to him, but it was sharp and followed by some irritated hand gestures. Red waved past her toward Finn, but Deana continued to face forward, ignoring him until Red put the truck in drive and pulled away.
Slamming the first aid kit closed with a curse, Finn was beyond irritated, bordering on pissed off. What the hell had he said to make her hightail it out of there?
God, he wanted to shake her. If he didn’t kiss her again first.



Chapter Three
Deana seethed in the passenger seat of the truck. How dare he call her a disaster? Him? The man who had just had his tongue down her throat, who hadn’t seemed to mind what a mess she was when he was fondling her on the side of the highway.
Men were stupid. It was the only explanation!
“So, you want to explain to me what kind of drugs you’ve been huffing?”
She’d almost forgotten Red was in the truck. “What?”
“I asked if you were high. ’Cause I can’t imagine you dying your hair pink if you weren’t high as a freaking kite.” Red gave her a good-old-boy smile, as if that would somehow ease the sting of his insult.
As much as she wanted to go off on him, there was no point in being mad at Red. Red was nice, and he was one of the only men in town who didn’t treat her like she was a walking time bomb of destruction. Even his father thought she was a catastrophe.
Sighing, she dropped her head back against the headrest. “I was trying to dye it red, and it came out like this.”
“Huh.” His gaze flicked toward her again, giving her a once over. “You know, I like it. It’s sassy and very—”
“Oh stop. We both know I look like a fruitcake,” Deana said with no real heat. She was so distracted, she forgot she was supposed to be interested and encouraging Red, who was a fine specimen of manliness with his red hair like his father, brilliant blue eyes, and wide, hunky shoulders.
Too bad being near him didn’t affect her the way Finn’s kiss had.
Damn him. She was still throbbing with the aftereffects of her first kiss in over a year, and she wanted more. A lot more. She wanted more kissing and naked, sweaty, sinewy muscles wrapped around her, and a hard stiff—
“Hey, was Meyers doing something to you? ’Cause you looked really upset, and if he tried something, pulled some kind of authority crap, we can tell someone,” Red said, breaking into her desperate sexual fantasies.
She tried to fight her irritation at her vivid imagination. She shouldn’t be fantasizing about Finn anyway. Finn was a jerk. Finn was a douche. Finn was…
Finn was hot as hell and kissed like his lips were made of chocolate and lightning.
Absently, Deana ran a finger across her swollen mouth before remembering herself.
“No, Red, he wasn’t bothering me.”
 
* * *
 
Finn arrived at the tiny station and walked inside the small room where the chief of police was addressing the four other officers that made up Loco, Texas’s police force.
“Now, tonight’s going to be a lot of stupid teenage pranks and bullshit, but every once in a while, we get some crazy shit going, so keep a sharp eye. Meyers, you and Gunn will be patrolling the festival.”
Finn’s first thought after he said, “Yes, sir,” was that Deana was at the festival. His second thought was to eyeball Officer Gunn, whose buzzed head and straight posture screamed military.
After the chief concluded the meeting, Finn approached Gunn and stuck his hand out. “Hey, I’m Finn.”
After a beat, Gunn took his hand in a firm grip. “Chad.”
“So, you were a marine?” Finn followed Gunn out to where the police cruisers were parked, keeping pace alongside him.
“Semper fi,” Gunn responded as they reached their cars.
“How’d you end up here in Loco?”
Gunn’s wide shoulders lifted in a shrug. “Saw enough action while I was in. Just wanted a quieter life, I guess.”
Finn nodded. “I hear ya. You got family in town?”
“’Bout an hour away, plus two brothers.” As Gunn opened his car door, he turned and flashed Finn a wide grin. “Plus, you know, it helps that the girls around here are just so pretty.”
Finn laughed as he climbed into his car, but as soon as he started it, his smile faded.
He envied Chad Gunn, a man he barely knew, and all because he was lonely. His parents were gone, his sister lived in Florida and they talked, but she was busy with her kids and her husband.
He wanted someone to come home to. A smiling face at the end of the day. A warm, womanly body fresh from a bubble bath and a pair of arms to wrap around him; that was what he’d been dreaming about. What he’d thought he had found with Claira.
Claira hadn’t been interested in being a wife and mother, though. She wanted to be able to travel and explore the world, and Finn had wanted to set down roots, preferably somewhere with a low crime rate.
They’d been together since sophomore year of college, and somewhere along the line, they had drifted apart. They’d had a clean break, not a lot of drama, and when he’d taken the job in Loco, she’d been happy for him.
Only now that he’d moved back, and although he had a couple of old friends he was reconnecting with, he’d spent most of the last month plopped in front of the television with a microwave dinner. He’d gone to the Watering Hole a few times for drinks, but he wasn’t much for crowds.
No, what he wanted was a woman. Someone with a sweet smile, a take-no-crap attitude, and who wanted the whole enchilada: till death, two-point-five kids, and a dog.
Too bad the woman who flashed through his brain thought he was a world-class asshole and wanted nothing to do with him.
“Yo, Meyers, you gonna follow me, or are you too busy daydreaming?”
Gunn’s voice broke into his musings, and Finn hit the button on his radio. “Suck it, Gunn.”
Gunn’s laughter met his ears, and Finn smiled. At least his partner had made him feel right at home.
 
* * *
 
“Thanks, Red. See ya.” Deana slammed the truck door and limped away in her spiky heels. She ignored the shocked stares and whispers around her as she hobbled as fast as she could down the middle of the booths set up with games, vendors, and even the bounce house at the end shaped like a giant haunted house. The planning committee had decided to hold the Haunt Fest at the high school, setting up the booths in the quad and the actual haunted house in the school gym. When they’d asked the faculty to volunteer, she’d jumped at the chance to be a part of it. Everyone had been leery at first, but all she had to do was scream when the people entered her section. How could she mess that up?
It was insulting for them to treat her as if she couldn’t handle anything more than the scary woman with the slit throat.
She rounded the corner of the gym, slowing down to a walk as the back entrance came into sight. She pulled up short when she noticed a strange man wearing a hood over the upper part of his face. He leaned against the opposite wall, his face shrouded by darkness, and the hairs on the back of her neck stood on end.
“I like your dress.” His voice was raspy and rough, as if he’d smoked a pack a day for twenty years.
“Thank you,” she said, avoiding glancing his way. Something about the man made her skin crawl as if a thousand centipedes were marching over it. She was suddenly very uncomfortable with her too-tight costume and pulled her red cape closed over her breasts. As she came up alongside him, her mind kept rolling back to her self-defense instructor in college.
“Some men will come at you directly. A blitz attack. Always watch and be aware of your surroundings.”
The man moved like a great, dark monster in the blackness of the alley, and she was suddenly slammed back against the wall of the gym. Dazed for a minute, she saw the flash of silver.
He has a knife.
“Hello, Little Red. You sure are a pretty thing.” His breath blew hot and rank against her face, and she fought back the urge to gag. “Don’t make a sound. I’ve waited a long time for you.”
When she saw his large wet tongue snake out to run across his thin lips, a rush of bile filled her throat and bubbled up into her mouth.
Move! Fight! You know what to do!
Deana shook herself out of her daze, and her fight reaction kicked in. While his mouth moved toward hers, she brought her knee up into his crotch. When he doubled over in pain, she grabbed his hair and used it as leverage to slam her knee into his face before pushing him over and running back toward the festival, kicking off her high heels as she ran, pushing past the pain in her ankle. A string of vile curses erupted behind her, and she pushed harder. She was almost out into the activity of the festival…just a few more feet.
The rush of relief was short-lived as she ran into a hard chest.
Screaming, she started kicking and punching as rough hands tried to restrain her. Finally, a familiar deep voice snapped, “Fuck, De, it’s me! It’s Finn.”
It took a second or two for his words to penetrate her panic, and then her whole body sagged into his. She took large gulps of air, trying to keep the hysterical sobs from escaping. “I…I…thought…”
“What happened? Deana! Talk to me!” Finn’s large fingers gripped her shoulders.
“There was a man…behind the gym. He had a…a…knife,” she stammered.
He grabbed the radio on his shoulder. “Gunn, we have an armed assailant behind the gym who just attacked Deana Sawyer. I’ll meet you back there.”
Suddenly, his concerned face was in front of hers. “Stay here. I will be right back.”
Deana nodded and didn’t even protest when Finn yelled, “Jake! Jake Hansen! Get over here!”
When Jake Hansen came jogging over, he asked, “Hey, Finn, what’s going on?”
“I need you to stay with Deana until I get back.” Finn didn’t give Jake a chance to protest as he took off around the gym.
Jake’s gaze flicked from her to Finn’s retreating back, and he frowned. “Hey, you okay, Deana?”
Deana didn’t answer, just watched Finn disappear into the dark, worrying her lip. He has a gun and a partner. He’ll be fine.
Releasing her bottom lip, she realized she didn’t want anything to happen to Finn. Not as a citizen of Loco, but because…well, just because.
When did she suddenly start caring what happened to Finn Meyers?
 
* * *
 
He’s gone.
Finn gritted his teeth as he hit the wall with his fist. “Damn it!”
“Hey, man, at least she’s not hurt, right? Knowing Disaster—”
“Don’t fucking call her that,” Finn growled, turning his back on his partner to head back toward where he’d left Deana. The fact that some lunatic had terrified her made him want to break shit. Preferably the bastard’s bones.
“Hey, sorry, man. Didn’t realize you were sweet on her.”
Finn heard the obvious smirk in his voice and growled, “I’m not sweet on her.”
Finn picked up Deana’s discarded heels, knowing he was lying through his teeth. When he turned the corner to find Jake, Red, and the third musketeer, Miranda Coleman, hovering around Deana, Finn regretted leaving her alone with the men. Finn didn’t like the way Red and Jake were looking at Deana. Especially Jake. The guy had always been easy on the eyes and good with women. Very good.
Finn came upon the little group and reached out. “Thanks, y’all, for staying with her. De, why don’t you come over here and give me your full statement?”
Deana stepped toward him, and he nodded at the trio as he guided her a little way away with his hand on her lower back.
“Okay, so you were heading toward the back exit when the man approached you with the knife?” Finn asked, pulling out his pen and notepad. He ignored Gunn, who stood off to the side with a smirk on his face.
“He didn’t approach me. He slammed me into a wall, and that’s when I saw the knife.”
“Did he say anything?” Finn asked.
“He said he’d been waiting a long time for me.”
The words were chilling, and Finn started to reach for her, to give her some comfort.
“Can you give a description?” Gunn broke in.
Finn stopped moving, hoping they didn’t notice as Deana shook her head. “It was dark, and he had a black hood over the top half of his face. His voice was really raspy, though, like he smoked. His lips were thin, and he was probably about five-nine. He wasn’t very big, but he was strong.”
Finn caught her shiver and wished he had a jacket to slip over her shoulders. Flipping the notepad closed, he reached toward her, but, catching Gunn’s raised eyebrow, just patted her shoulder reassuringly. “We’ll look for him. Meanwhile, maybe you should head home? Get some sleep?”
“No, I can’t. They need me at the Haunted House. They’re already shorthanded,” Deana argued.
With a smile, Finn, knowing he was going to get shit from Gunn, handed her the shoes she’d dropped. “Fine, I’ll walk you. Smart move ditching the skyscrapers, by the way.”
“Thank you.” She kept her eyes downcast as she took the heels and seemed very interested in the dirt by her bare feet and Finn’s smile dissolved. Why wouldn’t she look at him?
“Well, since you have this, I think I’m going to go patrol. Catch up with you in a few?” Gunn wiggled his eyebrows at Finn behind Deana’s back.
Finn punched Gunn in his gut when Deana wasn’t looking, then led Deana back toward the gym, ignoring the coughing laughter behind him.
Deana was quiet, and he didn’t like it. One thing Deana had never been with him was silent.
“Are you sure you’re okay?” He slid his hand up to cup her elbow, noticing that her limp seemed worse. Are you in a lot of pain?”
She didn’t answer right away. It wasn’t until they were almost to the back entrance when she said, “He thinks I’m lying.”
“What?” Finn’s voice rose with indignation. “He does not. Why would he think that?”
“Come on. When is the last time Loco had a knife-wielding maniac stalking its citizens? He thinks I’m out of my mind.” She stopped outside the door and crossed her arms, a protective gesture he hated. What had happened in the last eight years to make Deana so closed off?
He faced her, staring down into her sad expression, and wanted to make her smile. He wanted her to laugh the way she used to, that belly laugh that was almost indecently loud but infectious. He wanted her to be happy again, because the Deana he’d seen so far had no joy. Only anger, pain, and sadness.
Maybe he’d been thinking too much lately about his own unhappiness, and that was why Deana’s misery was getting to him.
“Isn’t the town called Loco because one of the original town founders went crazy and killed a bunch of people?” He brushed an escaped pink curl back behind her ear.
She snorted at him. “No, that’s just a ghost story teenagers tell their younger siblings to make them pee their pants, although they usually add that he comes alive every Halloween and starts offing people.”
“Hmmm… So is it the water? Does it make people crazy?” His gaze drifted toward her lips, still teasing him with their fire-engine red color. How were they still so bright?
Her lips split into a wide smile. “Legend says that the founders called it Loco because people who settled here were crazy. Between the Callahan Brothers Gang and the Banditos, the men who raised cattle here had a hard time keeping cows, let alone convincing a woman to move here. Before too long, men outnumbered women three to one, and I guess from there, the people that stayed were just loco in da cabeza.”
He returned her smile and touched his finger to her lips. “That’s what I’ve been waiting for.”
“What?” she asked, her smile dimming.
“That smile. I haven’t seen it all night.” Gently, he ran the digit over the plump flesh of her bottom lip, relishing the soft whoosh of breath over his finger.
Her eyes widened. “I guess I haven’t had a lot to smile about.”
Stepping into her, he dipped his head. “Well, honey, that’s a damn shame.”
His mouth brushed hers softly, savoring her. She leaned toward him, and he gathered her close, kissing her like she was honey on a biscuit and he wanted to capture every last drop of her sweetness.
The clearing of a throat had Finn lifting his head to stare into the disapproving eyes of an older man with a silver handlebar mustache.
“Miz Sawyer, we have been waiting for you to arrive.”
Finn didn’t even try to stop her as she spun around, spluttering, “Principal Thornton!”
“If y’all are done, do you think you might step inside?”
With a mumbled good-bye, Deana practically ran for the door, and Finn caught one last scowl from the tight-ass in the white butcher’s apron. The red on the front of Principal Thornton looked an awful lot like blood; the guy acted more like he should be a tax auditor for Halloween than a homicidal meat cutter.
Finn headed back to the main stretch of booths, and while he absently nodded and smiled at the people around him, he let his mind wander back to Deana’s mystery attacker. Was it a crime of opportunity? A Halloween prank?
Deana’s words haunted him though. “He said he’d been waiting a long time for me.”
If it had been planned and Deana was the target, the guy might try again. She was going to need a protective detail.
And here he thought he’d escaped the crazies when he left Atlanta.



Chapter Four
As he watched the cop round the corner, he was tempted to attack now, to just run across the alley like a berserker and punish the cocky son of a bitch for touching what was his.
His gaze shifted toward the closed door. Little Red, with her bright hair and shy countenance. Deana. She was an outsider. Like him. She would understand him. She would love him.
He just had to get her alone to tell her how much he admired her. She didn’t deserve their ridicule.
Neither did he, for that matter.
For years, he had moved around, always invisible to those around him. Until he’d found her.
Rubbing the blood from his nose, he winced at the pain her knee had caused. She shouldn’t have hit him. His dick still ached from the pain she had caused.
She’d have to pay for that. She’d have to learn her lesson.
As he slowly backed into the shadows, he started to sing, “Hey there, Little Red Riding Hood…”
Whistling the rest of the song, he went to clean up. He had several hours before she would be done. Then she’d find out just what happened when you didn’t respect the wolf.



Chapter Five
Deana endured the long lecture from Principal Thornton about proper costumes and conduct for a teacher, and then proceeded to change into her haunted house costume. The red gash across her neck made her look like the victim of a decapitation attempt. As she stared at the angry makeup in the mirror, she thought about the gleaming knife and the man in the hood.
Closing her eyes, she silently chanted, Think of something else. Think of anything else.
Finn’s smile. Finn’s kiss. Finn’s hands on her body. Okay, so her happy thoughts were all about Finn. So she had feelings for him. They were hot, smexy feelings of lust and wanting; they had nothing to do with liking the man.
Which is why you were worried about his safety? And you’re still all warm and gooey from his comment about wanting to make you smile?
Deana stood up, arguing with herself about why there was nothing wrong with appreciating the attentions of an attractive man. Even if that man had ripped her still-beating heart from her chest and stomped on it.
You were teenagers. All teenagers are idiots.
Just as she took her position in the tiny room with the flickering lights, a group of said teenagers came in, laughing and screaming as they saw her. Suddenly, she jumped at them, and they ran, making her smile.
On and on it went, scream, jump, and run. Deana’s throat started feeling scratchy, and she grabbed a sip of water every chance she got.
It wasn’t until after she scared her thirtieth group of kids that a thought struck her.
Everything awful that happened tonight led me back to Finn. Could it be a sign to give him another chance?
A hand fell on her shoulder, and she jumped.
“Sorry, I’m just your relief. You can go and enjoy the festival if you want,” the next slasher victim said with a smile.
“Thanks, I think I will.” Deana gratefully headed back out to the locker room they had designated as the changing room, greedily downing the rest of her water bottle.
After she closed and locked the door, she started to take off the long white sack dress covered in corn syrup. Standing in her panties and bra, she grabbed a package of baby wipes and cleaned off the fake blood.
A noise outside the door alerted her that someone wanted in. “Just a minute.”
Having gotten most of the red goop off her neck, she squeezed back into her costume, and shoes, checking herself in the mirror one more time before opening the door.
“It’s all…”
She looked back and forth down the hall, but there was no one there.
“Yours? Hello?” She stepped out into the hall, but something caught her foot, and she flew forward, hitting the wall hard with a smack.
As she slid to the ground with a wince of pain, she twisted around to see what had tripped her up.
There was a brown burlap sack in front of the door, a white piece of paper pinned to the side. Reaching out, she ripped the paper off and read it.
Tonight.
It was then she saw the dark liquid leaking through the porous holes of the sack, and the metallic smell of real blood drifted up her nostrils.
Tentatively, she flipped the sack open…
And started screaming.
 
* * *
 
Cursed. She was definitely cursed.
Deana had spent her whole life explaining away all the truly terrible things that had happened to her, not really believing in curses and bad luck, but those days were over. In the last few hours, she’d been attacked with a knife and found a dead cat outside the locker room. A dead black cat.
She knew it wasn’t Salem because the cat had been missing Salem’s extra toes. But still…
It might not mean anything. It might just be a sick prank.
But she knew, deep down this was personal. This was the curse.
Curses could be broken, though.
The full moon overhead helped illuminate the quiet street of Willow Lane, where Miz Velma had lived for most of her life. The houses were older, modest, with small yards and front porches that contained potted plants, wind chimes, and rocking swings. It was also where Deana had lived before she’d gone off to college and her mother had remarried.
Moving along the houses, she saw a few straggling trick-or-treaters ahead, but no one approached the fourth house on the block, where Miz Velma lived. The porch light was off, no decorative pumpkins adorned the steps, and the last group of children passed by laughing, oblivious to the shadow of the woman in the window.
Deana stopped on the other side of the fence, looking at Miz Velma’s dark shape bent over like she was reading a book. Overwhelming guilt and sadness made her heart pound harder. She’d avoided Miz Velma for fourteen years after what she’d done. Was she the reason there were no more decorations on the little white porch?
Miz Velma used to love Halloween. She would go all-out on dressing up, decorating, and even buying the good candy. She’d spend hours carving those intricate pumpkins and placing them out for display.
Like the one Deana had destroyed.
Was this crazy? Probably. She was obsessing over a pumpkin. Miz Velma probably didn’t care anymore. There was no curse. She was just nuts.
So why was she standing there, about to confront Miz Velma as if she was the Wicked Witch?
Deana was jarred from her inner rant by a huge black dog’s ferocious bark as it jumped up onto the fence next to Miz Velma’s gate. When it snapped its jaws at her, she stared at its sharp, gleaming teeth and the top of her spine tingled with unease.
She looked up and down the street, even behind her at the cluster of trees at the edge of the neighborhood. Without taking her eyes from those trees, she reached over to unlock the gate, ignoring the dog and everything else but—
A hand grabbed her wrist, and she screamed, wrenching her hand back and swinging around to face her attacker.
“Good gracious, Deana Sawyer, is that you?”
Breathing hard, Deana faced Miz Velma with her hand over her heart. “Miz Velma, you scared me to death.”
Miz Velma’s dark eyebrows shot up her forehead in surprise. “I scared you? I looked outside, wondering what Fluffy was barking at, only to find a lone figure standing at my gate.”
Deana’s eyes flickered to the neighbor’s dog, who was sitting quietly now behind the fence.
Who would name a dog that big Fluffy?
“I’m sorry to bother you, Miz Velma, but I was wondering if we could talk?” Deana asked urgently.
Miz Velma watched her from behind the clear lenses on her glasses, as if trying to read her mind. “I suppose, although it is very late.”
“I know, but it won’t take long, I promise.”
Still studying her almost suspiciously, Miz Velma finally nodded. “All right then.”
Deana came through the gate, and as she followed the older woman up the steps, she noticed a slight hunch of her shoulders and a hitch in her step that hadn’t been there before. She’d seen Miz Velma around town since the “incident” but hadn’t really taken note of the changes before. When Miz Velma reached the bottom of her steps, Deana stuck her hand out to help her.
“Thank you, dear.” Miz Velma slipped her hand through Deana’s arm, leaning on her as they hobbled up the porch steps. The extra weight didn’t feel great on her sore ankle and feet, but Deana didn’t complain. Miz Velma reached out to open the door, and as soon as they stepped inside, Deana started rubbing her arms to get some feeling back. She hadn’t realized how cold she was until the blast of heat from Miz Velma’s furnace hit her exposed skin.
“Land sakes, you must have completely lost your noodle running around here like that,” Miz Velma ranted.
“Miz Velma—”
“I mean, honestly, Deana, you look like a common hussy—”
“Miz Velma—”
“And good Lord, child, what in the blazes did you do to your hair?”
“Miz Velma!” Deana shouted, interrupting her tirade.
Miz Velma blinked her wide, rheumy eyes at her. “Why are you yelling at me? You’re behaving rather oddly, Deana.”
“Miz Velma, I need to apologize about the pumpkin,” Deana said quickly.
“Pumpkin? What pumpkin?” Miz Velma cocked her head in confusion.
“The one I busted on Halloween when I was eleven. I’m really sorry, and I am begging you to forgive me and take back the curse, because honestly, I just can’t—”
“Curse? What in the world are you babbling about, Deana Sawyer?” Miz Velma faced her with an outraged hands-on-her-hips stance.
Deana took a deep breath and nervously ran her hands over her hair. “When I was eleven, I smashed one of your jack-o-lanterns, and you said I’d always be a clumsy girl and never fit in. And you were right. I’ve had nothing but bad luck for years, but you see, I don’t want to keep paying for one bad choice. So can you just un-mojo me or something?”
Miz Velma shook her head sympathetically. “Oh, sweetheart. I’m afraid I was transferring my own frustrations onto you.”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean that I have been the odd woman in this town all my life, and I just happened to be having a worse day than usual. I used the pumpkin smashing to vent my own insecurities and rained them down all over your head.” Miz Velma reached out to take her hand and confirmed, “You were never cursed, Deana, especially not by me.”
“But…then why don’t you decorate anymore? Or hand out candy?”
Miz Sawyer went over to her chair by the window and slowly sat down. Once she was settled, she held up her gnarled and spotted hands. “Because my arthritis got so bad, I can hardly hold a book, let alone carve a pumpkin. Plus, I won’t say that I haven’t enjoyed the quiet the last several years.” The smile she gave Deana was kind as she said, “I know that the good people of Loco think I’m a witch, have since I was nineteen and stopped going to church and following my father’s rules. All I wanted was the freedom to decide what to believe or whether I wanted to believe anything. It wasn’t long, though, before the whispers started.”
Deana remembered the whispers, the strange books Miz Velma would read sometimes. Swallowing hard, she asked, “But…are you? A witch, I mean?”
Miz Velma’s smile grew in her weathered face, making her eyes almost disappear in a sea of wrinkles. “No, not in the strictest sense. I’m Wiccan. I just have a different set of beliefs than you, but I don’t cast spells or anything. That can bring you bad luck.”
“But…if it wasn’t…” Deana stuttered in frustration before exploding with, “You don’t understand. It’s awful. Broken noses, tripping and falling all the time. I’m a walking accident! I must be cursed. There’s no other explanation, because I cannot be this…this broken, crazy disaster.”
Miz Velma waved her hand sadly, inviting Deana to sit down. “Maybe on some level, your guilt cursed you. You seem to be holding on to this one event for so long. I think it might be about time to let it go and just be happy. Believe me, darlin’, if I was going to curse someone, there are a number of people in this town more deserving than you.”
Deana was tempted to break into hysterical laughter and shook her head. “I knew it wasn’t you. It wasn’t a curse. I wanted it to be so that I wouldn’t have to be this big, klutzy mess.”
Miz Velma patted her hand. “Sometimes it’s just about accepting ourselves, honey. It took me a long time to stop worrying what other people thought about me and start living my life for me.”
 
* * *
 
He should have snatched her when he had the chance.
He had followed behind her after the haunted house as she moved along the sidewalk, that short fluffy skirt twitching back and forth.
She was better than the others. She was exactly what he wanted. She was perfect.
His eyes followed her as she walked out of the old woman’s house, her stride lighter than it had been in the weeks he had been watching her. The moonlight trailed across her skin, her hair…
His hands clenched into tight fists as his fingers itched to touch her. Stepping out from the shadows, he followed behind her. In a few moments, she would be rounding the corner, and if he planned it just right…
He reached his car and went around to climb into the driver’s side. Moving along behind her, he started to slow down…



Chapter Six
Deep, twisty thoughts raced through Deana’s brain as she walked away from Miz Velma’s.
“Stop caring about what other people think and live your life.”
A simple enough philosophy. What did she want out of life? She had a house and a good job, but she would really love to fall hopelessly, head over heels for a fantastic guy with a stable job. Someone who wanted a couple kids and enjoyed barbeque and going to the movies.
A picture flashed through her mind of her running through the front yard after a little girl with long brown braids, and bright green eyes. She could hear the sound of male laughter and the high-pitched giggle of a baby, and as she caught the giggling little girl in her arms, she turned to smile at the man holding the little baby. Weirdly, he looked a lot like…
Finn.
“Hey, Deana, need a ride?”
Deana stopped, jerking her head toward the voice. Jake Hansen and Miranda Coleman in Jake’s lifted Ford truck, smiling at her.
“Where are you headed?” She noticed a black car revving up and around Jake, then speeding off down the road, and she thought it was a little strange. Most of the people in Loco weren’t in a hurry to get anywhere.
“The Watering Hole. Have some beers, mock people in stupid costumes.” As if realizing what she’d said, Rand stuttered, “Sorry, I didn’t mean anything by that.”
“What Rand is trying to say is, come play with us.” Jake shot a welcoming smile her way, which should have sent her heart a flutter like every other girl in town.
“Come play with us.” Her mouth twitched as she thought of the spider and the fly.
Unfortunately, Jake didn’t do anything for her libido.
So you aren’t attracted to him.
You can still have a beer with them. Aren’t you supposed to be living your life? What are you waiting for?
Deana reached out and pulled open the door with a grin.
“Okay! Let’s do it.”
 
* * *
 
Finn, with the help of Gunn, had broken up two fistfights, arrested a couple of teenagers vandalizing some vending machines, and hauled in Lionel Dillard for public drunkenness.
All in all, a pretty uneventful Halloween.
Except for the knife-wielding nutjob that attacked Deana.
But no one else had reported any other assaults, or suspicious behavior and it was almost midnight. Almost the end of his shift.
“So what are you going to do tonight?” Gunn asked over the radio.
Other than going home alone?
“Nothing, just heading home,” Finn said, thinking about what Deana might be doing right now. Home. Alone.
Maybe if he stopped by…
“Wanna head over to the Hole for a drink?”
Maybe a little liquid courage was just what he needed to tell Deana how he felt. That he wanted a date with her; that he wanted to see how their relationship went, and maybe have a future with her.
“Sure. Sounds good.”
 
* * *
 
Deana was drunk. Drunk as a skunk and giddy. Very giddy.
She sat on the bar counter of the Watering Hole and let Jake Hansen buy her another shot. Holding it high, she yelled, “To no longer being accident-prone!”
The bar cheered with her, and she tipped back the shot. Lifting her arms above her head, she let out a “Whoo!” before she set the glass down on the counter. Her gaze drifted over the room of costumed patrons and caught sight of a familiar uniform striding through the door.
“Finn!” She waved her arms wildly and giggled as he started toward her, a scowl on his handsome face.
When he finally stood in front of her, he crossed his arms over that wide chest. “Exactly how drunk are you?”
“Hmmm.” She wrapped her arms around his neck and pull him toward her. “Very? Yes, I would categorize me as very drunk. Possibly very, very drunk.”
Finn reached up and removed her hands, holding them in front of him. “Okay, well, very, very drunk, you are disturbing the peace, so let’s say I take you home.”
“Yours or mine, handsome?” she quipped, trying to hold a sexy face before she erupted into another fit of giggles. “You are handsome, almost pretty. Do you think he’s pretty?”
The question was directed at the bartender, Gil Thompson, who glared silently.
“Oh, Gil, you know, not every girl gets turned on by the surly, dark hero. Sometimes we like the guy who just wants us to smile. Like Finn.” Jumping off the bar with her hands still in his, she slid down his body. She didn’t care about her short skirt, which must have ridden up in the front, as she looked up at Finn with a smile. “How’s this Finn? Do you like this?”
“All right, that’s enough of that.”
“Aww, what’s the matter? Don’t you like me?” Deana pouted, ignoring the crowd.
Finn’s arms went around her back and below her knees, lifting her high against his chest as he shook his head. “For the love of God, De, shut up.”
 
* * *
 
Finn gritted his teeth as he drove Deana home. His gaze flicked over to the woman next to him, lingering on the lush pouting lips, and he gripped the steering wheel harder. He didn’t want to go home. He didn’t want to do anything but make passionate love to Deana Sawyer and everything else be damned.
Only now she was too drunk, and he had never been the type to take advantage.
He pulled into her driveway and got out first, surveying the area as he went around to open the door and heaved her up into his arms again.
“I don’t understand why in the hell you would get slobbering drunk without a ride home!”
“Why are you yelling at me?” she asked, her dazed eyes tearing. “Do you know what kind of day I’ve had?”
“I’m not yelling at you! And yeah, I know you had a bad day, but—”
“No! No, a bad day is hair that looks like shit or your boss fires you. Not one thing after another. Definitely not knives and dead cats and finding out you aren’t cursed, just crazy. Guess that’s why I live in Loco, Texas, ’cause I drank the Kool-Aid.”
Finn paused on her front porch, studying her tearstained face. “What are you talking about?”
“Seriously, what part didn’t you understand? I broke a pumpkin when I was eleven and stupidly thought that the town librarian had cursed me. I’m an idiot, right? So then, I’ve live the next fourteen years thinking all the bad shit that happens to me is because of her, but no, it’s because of me. It’s all in my head! Except for tonight it wasn’t. Tonight, I get a dead cat and a cryptic message, so I’m sorry if you disapprove of my drunkenness, but you know what? I fucking deserve this, and you…you could have had all this”—she waved her hand unsteadily in front of her body—“but you were afraid of being associated with me. ’Cause I’m a crazy disaster who apparently attracts other crazies.”
Suddenly, she started struggling out of his arms, so he dropped her to her feet, grabbing her shoulders before she could escape. “Stop rambling and explain the cat thing. When did you get a dead cat?”
She swallowed hard, staring up at him. “When I was leaving the haunted house. Someone left it outside the locker room. I thought it was my Salem at first but…” He saw her shake, and she whispered, “Poor little kitty.”
The movie Fatal Attraction flashed through his mind. “What did the note say?”
“What note? Oh, the one that was on the cat. It just said, ‘Tonight.’” Suddenly, the dopiest grin spread across her face. “You are so hot. Did you know that? Like sexy, yum-yum hot.”
He almost smiled back. Almost. “Deana, is there somewhere I can take you to stay for the night? Anyone who can come be with you?”
As she gave him a siren’s smile, he knew she was up to no good. Slowly, she looped her arms over the back of his neck again, and the press of her breasts against his chest was worse than any torture ever devised.
“You. You can stay with me.”
He couldn’t move as she leaned up on her tiptoes, plastering her body to his, and planted a kiss that had his socks officially trying to jump off his feet.
Wrapping his arms around her, he squeezed her around the waist as he returned the kiss, slanting his mouth over hers as he deepened it. Drunk or not, all he could think about was the warmth and sweetness as he thrust his tongue inside, melding with hers in a slow dance.
Despite the chilly fall air, he was burning up, and he wanted to get her inside, strip her down, and make love to her so well it would melt any leftover grudges she might be fostering.
Picking her up in his arms again, he carried her up the walkway, breaking the kiss only so he could open the door to her little house.
Only he realized he needn’t have bothered. Her front door was already wide open.
Registering the implications, Finn dropped Deana to her feet, ignoring her confusion.
“What’s wrong?” she asked.
“Shh. Your door’s open.” He pulled his flashlight off his utility belt and unclipped the holster on his gun, slipping it into his palm. Positioning the gun under the flashlight, he used his foot to push the door open farther.
“Try the light and stay close, all right?” He stepped into the house with Deana close behind. The entryway light flipped on above him as he assessed the house for any signs of disturbance. There was nothing out of place in the small, cozy living room or the square kitchen with the attached laundry room.
“Does anything look disturbed?” He opened the bathroom door in the hallway, but it looked tidy as well.
“No. Maybe I forgot to shut it when I left? Or didn’t shut it all the way?” she suggested, but he could hear the high-pitched quality to her voice, signaling her fear.
He rounded into the bedroom and was so surprised by the sight that greeted him, he almost lowered his gun. “Shit.”
“What?” She tried to see around him, but he kept blocking her.
Whoever had broken in had dumped her entire underwear drawer on the bed, shredding the rest of her clothes. Her dresser had been tipped over and the drawers flung about the room. White cotton and springs erupted from the hole in the mattress, and across the wall in red was a single word:
Whore.
“Don’t touch anything.”
He went to check her bathroom out, which he cleared along with the closets and under the bed. He hit the button on his radio, watching her wide eyes take in the destruction.
“Yes, this is Officer Meyers, I need to report a break-in at 1236 Lone Star Road. Send backup.” Releasing his radio, he holstered his gun and slipped his flashlight into his belt before he went back to her.
Suddenly, Deana’s face drained of color. “Salem.” Louder, she called out again, “Salem!”
Without warning, she ran down the hallway, screaming for what he could only assume was her pet.
“Deana, wait!” He chased after her and caught her searching under her couch frantically. “Are you sure he’s not outside?”
“No. No,” she whimpered.
“Maybe he escaped when the door was left open.”
Deana dashed at her cheeks as she looked around the living room, shaking her head. “Salem is afraid of outside. I could leave the door open all day, and he just stands in the entryway, meowing.”
Finn had a hard time believing a cat wouldn’t escape outside to hunt mice the first chance he got, but he started looking with her.
Just as red and blue lights flashed in the window, Deana let out a glad cry. “Salem! Oh, baby! I was so worried.”
Finn watched as Deana bent over the base of a potted plant and saw the hole in it. He was briefly distracted by her lacy panties before she stood with a huge black cat that had to weigh damn near twenty pounds.
“Damn, that cat is massive.”
When Deana glared at him, color back in her cheeks, Finn almost sighed with relief. He was worried about her for a minute.
Deana cuddled the cat against her, and Finn could hear the monster’s deep purr. Reaching out, Finn rubbed between the cat’s ears, stroking the short, sleek fur as several officers came inside.
Moving his hand to cup her check, he brought her chin up so he could catch her watery gaze. “I’ll keep you safe, De. No matter what. Do you believe me?”
Slowly, her head dipped in a nod. “I believe you.”
 
* * *
 
The officers entered the house, probably to bag and tag anything they thought he might have touched, but he wasn’t stupid. He knew how to clean up his tracks.
How could she get into a truck with another man? And then there was the cop again, touching her. Kissing her. She was his, only his.
His heart pounded so hard, a deep pain settled where he imagined it was hitting his bones. Boom boom boom.
They had to pay. And soon.



Chapter Seven
Deana curled into the blanket in the front seat of Finn’s cruiser, Salem cuddled against her chest as she looked out the window. She was so tired she would have agreed to sleep on a bench in the rain. As it was, Finn had offered to let her stay with him, even agreeing to sleep on the couch if it would make her more comfortable.
Deana was a little concerned that she’d never feel safe again, no matter how much she trusted Finn.
Someone had broken into her house, invaded her personal space, and called her a whore. She hadn’t done anything in years to be able to be considered a whore, yet some asshole had decided it was his right to call her that. Red-hot indignation and anger made her jaw clench. She wanted the bastard to pay for what he’d done. Why anyone would want to scare her, to torment her, was beyond her scope of reasoning. It just didn’t make any sense.
While Salem kneaded her chest, she turned her heavy, alcohol-addled brain toward the man driving the car. The man with the amazing kiss and fantastic arms who’d been her hero all night. Finn Meyers was a good man.
And he was taking her back to his house so she could take his bed and he could sleep on the couch. It was a damn shame.
No. She was taking her destiny by the horns. She was going to forget about her life so far. About the crazy man who’d attacked her and trashed her house. She was going to Finn’s house, and as soon as she could, she was going to jump his bones.
Or boner, as the case may be.
Finn pulled into the driveway of his rental house, and Deana held tight to Salem as Finn parked, then turned off the engine. His fingers brushed against her temple, trailing over her hair, and she tilted her head into the palm of his hand as it slid over her cheek.
“Deana…” he said softly, moving across the seat toward her.
Holding her hand up against his chest, she stopped him. “I think we should get Salem inside and situated before anything else happens.”
The flash of his even, white smile in the dark sent happy, fluttery feelings from her chest to her lower tummy. “Is something else going to happen, Deana?”
Twisting her lips to kiss his palm, she whispered against his skin, “I hope so.”
 
* * *
 
Deana walked through the door of Finn’s house, dropped her bag on the floor, and set Salem down as Finn walked into the kitchen with Salem’s litterbox and bag of supplies. He flipped on the light, and she admired the room in the dim lighting. Most of the furniture was wood and leather. As the sound of kibble hit the stainless steel of the bowl, she reached up to unlace the stays of her dress. Loosening it enough to get it over her head, she tossed it over his couch, kicking off her heels as Finn came back into the living room and stopped. His gaze moved over her from her toes all the way up to the top of her pink head.
Before she lost her nerve, she padded toward Finn with a nervous smile, the distance closing slowly until she stood in front of him.
“I’m scared. I’ve been on my own for years, at college, when I moved back here. My last boyfriend was over a year ago, and I’m lonely. And now I’ve got some twisted psycho chopping up my clothes and pretty much making me wet myself, and then there’s you. You are this guy who I thought was shallow and self-centered, and then you had to blow everything I remembered hating about you out of the water by being there for me all night.” Taking a deep breath, she went for it, adding, “I’m not good at this stuff. I’m not very experienced, and I know I’m not the prettiest girl. I’m a mess and a klutz, and I realize you probably get a dozen better offers a day. But I want—”
He grabbed her hand, jerking her against his chest, and an oomph of surprise escaped her lips. She could feel his utility belt pressing against her stomach as he bent his head, his mouth inches from hers.
“I want you. I have wanted you since you first cracked open that math book in high school and tried to teach a dumb jock like me fractions and equations. All night, I thought about you. I thought about what I wanted my future to look like, and it’s you. I want you, Deana Sawyer.”
With a glad cry, she kissed him, her mouth opening wide, and he answered with his own onslaught of tongue, lips, and hunger. Her hands went to the buttons of his uniform shirt, and she slipped each tiny disk from its hole, one at a time, until she could spread the shirt wide, revealing a plain white undershirt.
“You have way too many layers,” she groaned in frustration.
The rumble of his chuckle against the skin of her neck was so freaking good. As he continued licking, sucking, and otherwise causing every nerve in her body to go haywire with electric zings of pleasure, she cried out, unable to hold back.
As he pressed her against the wall, he pulled away enough to shed his button-down and plain white tee. All she could think of was getting her hands on all that warm, exposed muscle, and she did, running her hands over his pecs, molding and memorizing the feel with her palms as she touched him. His abs rippled and flexed, causing her mouth to lift with a smile.
“You are so hard.”
When he took her hands and pinned them over her head against the wall, she gasped as she felt the long thickness of his erection against her. A rush of wet heat pooled between her legs, making her panties damp with need.
“It’s not the only place I’m hard,” he teased huskily.
This time, she couldn’t fight her smile. “I can feel that.”
His mouth dipped, brushing against her ear. “Do I still need to make up a bed on the couch?”
Taking his earlobe into her mouth, she bit down sharply. “If you try, I’ll have to kill you.”
Laughing, he pulled back and kissed her forehead before releasing her hands. “Go on into the bedroom. I’m gonna lock up.”
She didn’t argue, but walked through the door he pointed at, flipping on the light as she passed. Standing in her stockings, bra, and panties, she had a split second of insecurity as she caught her reflection in the full-length mirror on the opposite wall.
That was all she had time for, though, before she heard the click of a lock and the sound of his footsteps behind her. She didn’t move, didn’t turn, just waited as she continued to listen to the click of his belt, the rfft of his zipper, and the rustle of his clothes as he discarded them. Without warning, the lights flicked off again, and the moonlight illuminated the room with a white glow.
Reaching behind her, she unclipped her bra and felt him at her back as his hands touched her hips. He skimmed along and over her stomach, his fingers dipped below the lace of her undies as the other hand cupped her breast. Her eyes were glued to the mirror, watching his movements as he dropped his head, letting his mouth find the delicate spot at the top of her spine, kissing lightly across the back of her neck as he rubbed himself against her butt.
She leaned her head back as he squeezed and massaged her breast. The fingers in her panties found the hard bud of her clit and pressed down, moving rapidly across it. Knee-weakening lava flowed through her veins, making her body tremble and arch as the sensations of his mouth and hands had her wanting more. Wanting everything he had to offer.
Slipping her hand back between them, she wrapped it around his hard cock, loving the way he jerked at her touch. Slowly, she let her thumb skim across the tip, catching the wet evidence of his excitement against her pad.
His fingers sought lower, finding her center and pushed inside. She whimpered as he played with her, intensifying the ache until she was willing to beg.
“Please, Finn.”
A low growl rumbled from his throat as he kissed down her back, working her panties over her hips and along the length of her legs. His mouth found the spot just above her butt, and as he ran his tongue over her skin, a quivering shiver shot up her spine. Finally, she stepped out of her panties, and he stood back up, wrapping his arms around her waist.
“I guess we’ll have to save your box of condoms for another time.”
Her cheeks warmed at his teasing. “Don’t you have one?”
“Yeah, in the bathroom.”
Too far. She swallowed hard. “I’m on birth control. So you don’t have to worry. I mean, I’m clean and you’re… Are you?”
“Yeah, I’ve been tested. But if you want me to, I—”
“I trust you, Finn,” she whispered.
From the look of pure joy on his face, it had been the right thing to say.
His breath rushed out, and she squealed as he picked her up and tossed her on the bed. She rolled in time to catch his sinewy arms flexing as he followed, and he reached for her, pulling her over him. Finn pushed her hair back, gazing up into her beautiful face, and finally slid his hands down until they gripped her butt. Her mouth went dry as he moved her over his cock until she felt him right between her folds. He wasn’t inside her yet, but as Finn rocked against her, causing the hard length to brush and press against her clit with each stroke, she wanted it all. She needed it.
Putting her hands on his chest, she pushed herself up and shifted until the tip of him slipped inside her. A humming moan escaped her as she pressed down, taking more of him in, the stretch of her muscles making the throb of arousal intensify until she was panting.
Still he didn’t move to help her.
Looking down at him in frustration, she frowned. “Why aren’t you moving?”
“I was letting you adjust.”
“I am plenty adjusted. When I fantasized about what you would be like in bed, I never pictured you passive and oh…”
Every thought flew out of her head as Finn thrust hard. He was big, bigger than the other men she’d slept with, filling her up all the way. His hands dug into her butt as he moved quickly, barely pulling out before he was slamming into her again. Her hands curled into his hair as she held on for the ride, a heavy beat building inside her.
“Oh. Oh! OH!” she cried as her muscles clenched around him and dots formed behind her closed eyes. Arching her back, she moved with him, riding out the orgasm as it overtook her, better than anything she had ever experienced.
Falling against him, her cheek resting on his chest, she murmured, “That was wonderful. Thank you.”
His chest shook with a laugh. “Thanks, but we aren’t finished.”
Trying to hide her smile, she ran her hand across his stomach and asked innocently, “We aren’t?”
Suddenly, she was in motion, then flat on her back, staring up at his scowling face. “No, we’re not.”
He covered her body with his and, without preamble, pushed inside her again. She gasped and grabbed his arms, catching the grin on his face. He kept going, long quick strokes that brought him all the way out of her but, before she could protest, had him back in her body, thrusting until the pressure built again. Slipping her hands over his shoulders, she brought his mouth down to hers and kissed him, mouth open wide, tongue thrusting in. It was wet, wild, and she was lost in the taste and feel of him.
His rhythm faltered, and she broke the kiss, squeezing him against her as her mouth closed over his shoulder. His chest rubbed against her hard nipples as he pumped into her. Deana didn’t even know feelings like this existed, and as her hands slipped into his hair, the steady build erupted inside her, and she held on.
His own shout broke through the pounding in her ears and she cried out against his skin, her body trembling under his as he thrust once, twice, finally still. His cock flexed inside her as he finished, and she sighed, turning to Jell-O in the afterglow.
When Finn raised himself on his elbows above her, her heart squeezed as she studied the satisfied grin, the soft, unfocused gaze. He was too beautiful to be real.
She reached up and trailed her hand down his cheek, wishing she could voice all the things that were racing through her head and heart. Had he meant what he said about wanting her? Did he want more than just sex?
She knew what she wanted. She wanted him. All of him.
Now, she just had to wait for him to admit he felt the same.
 
* * *
 
Finn’s heart was still pumping like crazy. Staring down at Deana, her beautiful face dreamy and bright with a happy glow, made him never want to leave her. The only thing that got him moving was the thought of crushing her with his large frame.
Rolling to the side, he brought her against his side, kissing her hair. “So, you fantasized about me huh? When?”
He could feel her lips curving against his skin, and her warm breath made his cock twitch. “You want me to name off every time?”
He laughed. “I used to fantasize about you sitting on the table in the library, right on top of the math book, wearing nothing but those silver-framed glasses.”
She pushed herself up and looked at him in surprise. “You fantasized about me in high school?”
Touching a finger to her open lips, he gave her a lecherous grin. “Yeah. You used to drive me crazy when you’d sit next to me, leaning against me so you could watch me work out a problem and I could smell your shampoo.” Her expression couldn’t have been more astonished. He added, “What? You’re beautiful, Deana. Just ’cause I was an idiot doesn’t mean I didn’t want you.”
“And what are your fantasies now? About me?”
Slipping his fingers into her hair, he tugged until she looked him in the eye. “Well, I was thinking maybe my fantasies haven’t changed so much. I still want to do you on top of my math book. I think I have it over there on the bookshelf.”
He caught her laugh in his mouth as he leaned up to kiss her, his hand going behind her to squeeze her butt. Kissing his way along her jaw, he asked, “How do you feel about role play? Bad teacher? Dirty French maid? Naughty nurse?”
“I am a teacher. I teach English at the high school.”
“Perfect. We’ll start there first. Maybe get you a pencil skirt, a button-down shirt, and those damn glasses. I’ll forget to turn in my homework, and you get to punish me.”
Her laughter stopped, and her lips twisted into a frown. “I do need new clothes. He ruined most of them.”
He grimaced, pulling away to look into her pale face. “I’ll take you tomorrow. Or today, rather. I’ll even buy you lunch.”
“Wow, really? Most men would rather die than go shopping,” she said, smiling.
“Yeah, we would, but I figure this way, I get to spend time with you, and maybe we can find a dressing room—”
“Sex in public has never been a fantasy of mine. And you a police officer too. Tsk tsk,” she said, her face a mask of mock disappointment.
“Hmmm…okay. No sex in public places. Does that count cars?”
He playfully nipped the top of her breast and ran his hands over her shoulders as he took her nipple into his mouth.
“Not if it’s parked somewhere private. And back to the role-playing thing, I’m thinking I want to add a scenario.”
Blowing on the wet peak, he asked, “What’s that?”
“I think I want to role-play where you’re the hot cop and I’m the dirty criminal.”
He looked up in surprise, and then he grinned. “Handcuffs?”
“Definitely.” She wrapped her legs and arms around him and kissed him hard.
“Now?”
“Oh yes.”
 
* * *
 
He wanted to cut them. Slide his blade across the fucker’s throat and stab him over and over.
And her. How could she? He had waited for her. He had held out for her, and she had betrayed him. She had to pay too. She needed to learn who she belonged to.
Standing in the shadows outside the window, he watched as she pulled against the handcuffs her lover had snapped onto her wrists, her beautiful eyes closed and her mouth open. He felt his cock stir as he watched her pale breasts thrust up in the moonlight. His gaze traveled down the flat of her stomach, the dip of her belly button, until he saw her sprawled legs and the cop’s head bent between them, feasting on her flesh.
It should have been him with her, worshipping her. Reaching into his pants, he jerked on himself as he watched, picturing himself in the cop’s place. She would be warm, wet, and taste sweet.
He came hard, easily, after waiting so long. The wait was over now.
He would have her, one way or the other. Whether he forgave her betrayal was another matter entirely.



Chapter Eight
Deana felt Finn’s mouth sucking on her flesh, and she groaned as her eyes squinted against the brightness of the sun.
“I swear, if you give me a hickey, I’m going to kick your ass,” she muttered, even as she leaned her head farther to the side, giving him better access.
“Yes, ma’am.” He stopped the gentle suction, and grinned down at her. “I’m going to run to the store for some eggs, okay? Sleep. I’ll be back in a bit.”
She rolled over and pouted. “Eggs? We don’t need no stinking eggs.” She ran her hand down until she was cupping him through his jeans. “I’m not hungry for food anyway.”
Taking her hand, he brought the palm up to his mouth. “Well, I am. You wrung me out and exhausted me, woman. If I’m going to be any good to you today, I need sustenance.”
Her heart skipped at his teasing. “Okay. I guess I’ll hop in the shower, then.”
“Okay, stinky,” he said, heading for the door.
Deana picked up one of his pillows and threw it, hitting him in the back of his head with it. “Ass!”
He turned and with an evil grin stalked back toward her. Squealing, she jumped out of bed and into the bathroom, slamming and locking the door.
“Ha! Can’t get me!”
The knob turned, and he pushed the door open, pinning her against the bathroom wall. “You were saying?”
“How did you…” Her question trailed off as he kissed her neck.
“Hmmm…I think we should add dirty shower to my list of fantasies. I want to get you under the hot water, pin you up against the wall, and slide inside you. I’ll lick away each drop as I move in you, squeezing your wet breasts until your nipples pucker.”
Deana could picture it all and decided that dirty talk was definitely something she liked. “So does that mean you aren’t going to the store?”
He pulled away. “Nope, I’m going. Just giving you something to think about while you’re in the shower.”
He shut the door behind him, and she weakly leaned against the wall. As she closed her legs tightly, she groaned when the throb of arousal left her wanting to call him back.
A grin settled over her mouth as she decided Mister Finn Meyers was going to get a run for his money after breakfast. If things went well, they might never make it to shopping this afternoon.
Maybe she’d call in sick on Monday.
 
* * *
 
Searching through Finn’s drawers after her shower, she found a pair of drawstring sweats that were way too big and a soft T-shirt that almost reached her knees. She picked up some of his clothes from the floor, putting them and her bra and panties in the laundry basket before carrying it around through the kitchen to the laundry room. Humming as she dumped the load into the washer, she then checked the dryer, grabbing up the clean ones, and sniffing them for a whiff of Finn’s scent.
God, when did I become a lovesick teenager again?
The thought had her frozen on her bare feet. She wasn’t in love. It was too soon; they’d only spent one day together.
She could be, though. Given time, she could easily fall head over heels for Finn Meyers.
A silly grin settled over her mouth as she headed back to the bedroom, but a rush of cool air in the living room distracted her. She looked over at the two living room windows. The curtains on the left were dancing in the breeze.
Dropping the clothes on the couch and ignoring Salem’s demand for attention, she walked over to the blowing curtains and pulled them open.
Nausea rolled her stomach as she saw the screen was missing and glass covered the floor in front of the open window. She was lucky she’d missed the glass in her bare feet.
Someone broke the window. When? Why didn’t I hear it?
A hand wrapped around her wet hair and pulled hard, arching her neck. As she gazed up into furious dark eyes and a cold twisted smile, fear squeezed her throat shut.
“Alone at last.”
 
* * *
 
Finn whistled as he put the groceries in the front of his truck, along with a colorful bouquet wrapped in pink tissue paper. He couldn’t wait to see Deana’s smile when he handed her the flowers.
He took the two-lane road back to his house at fifty, not fast enough to get pulled over, but with enough speed to make it back to her in ten minutes.
For the first time in years, he had something to look forward to.
 
* * *
 
Deana struggled, but the metal cuffs dug painfully into her hands. The man’s knife danced in front of her nose, taunting her.
Even if she could get loose, he’d kill her before she took two steps. She was trapped.
Tears stung her eyes. Finn. They had just gotten started. It felt like maybe her luck had changed, that she might have a chance.
“Why are you doing this?”
When the knife dipped to the top of her T-shirt, cutting into the fabric, she swallowed hard.
She’d recognized him long before he’d slapped on the cuffs and set her on the couch. He was the man who had bumped into her at the market yesterday, who had looked at her with those dark, fathomless eyes. He appeared to be in his mid to late thirties, with tanned, pitted skin, and his breath still reeked. Either he never brushed his teeth or had a medical issue.
“Don’t move,” he snapped.
She sucked in her stomach as the knife sawed its way down until he parted Finn’s shirt, exposing her bare breasts and stomach.
“Please stop. Why are you doing this to me?”
“For so long, I have watched you. So unhappy. So lonely. An outsider like me. I would watch you sleep, the way your mouth relaxed and tilted into a small smile, just for me.” He ran his finger across her mouth for a split second before she jerked away.
He pulled his palm back and slapped her so hard, her ears rang and she tasted blood in her mouth. “You were mine. You were supposed to wait until I came for you, but you’re just like the others.”
“Others?” Her voice trembled as she stalled for time, praying Finn came back before it was too late. “Please, I have no idea who you are. I’ve never met you before. How was I supposed to know you liked me?”
“Never met me?” He slapped her again, his eyes blazing at her. “I showed you. I showed you every day. Didn’t you get my tokens?”
For some reason, his gaze softened, and his hand came up, trailing across the bare skin of her shoulder.
Resisting the urge to move away again, she thought about what he said. Tokens? Tokens? What was he talking about?
The rumble of a truck outside broke into her thoughts, and he cursed. He hadn’t found Finn’s gun, which had been a relief, but there was no way to know if Finn had it on him. She opened her mouth to warn Finn, but cool steel bit into the skin of her neck.
“Make a sound, and I’ll gut you in front of him.”
Tears rolled down her cheeks unbidden as she whimpered behind the hand that had covered her mouth. As she stared up at him, she racked her brain for who he was, how he knew her…
He pulled a rag from his back pocket, mopping at his brow, and it hit her like a ton of bricks. He was the new janitor at the high school, had only been there a few months. She had met him briefly one night when she had been working late and had barely spoken to him in passing, just a friendly hello here and there.
And then the apples had started showing up. Every day for the last few weeks, she had found a perfect red apple waiting for her on her desk. She had assumed it was one of her students, but none of them had admitted it.
“I know you now. You left me the apples.”
He jerked his gaze back to her, and she recognized the warning. If she didn’t shut up, she was dead.
But so was Finn.
The knob turned, and she felt a warm trickle of wetness on her neck. He had cut her.
“Hey, De, I’ve got food. How about we…”
Finn, loaded down with bags of groceries and a beautiful floral bouquet, had spotted them.
Oh Finn, I’m so sorry.
“Do not move,” her stalker said. God, my stalker. Who would have ever thought she would have a stalker? A crazy, homicidal stalker.
Finn hadn’t moved. His jaw ticked, and his gaze fixed on the man holding a knife on her. She tried to say she was sorry, but the janitor’s hand was still covering her mouth.
“She’s bleeding,” Finn stated quietly.
“It was just a little scratch. She’ll live. The question on your mind should be, will you?”
Finn’s mouth kicked up in a small smile. “I like my odds.”
The hand over her mouth moved, and he suddenly gripped her hair, yanking it hard. She cried out, and Finn dropped the bags to the floor.
“Don’t,” he growled, taking a step around the couch.
“If you come closer, she’s going to get a lot more than a scratch and a little hair pulling.”
Deana winced as her head was jerked again for effect. “Finn, he wants me, not you. Go.”
“Shut up, bitch,” her stalker yelled.
She saw Finn move and knew she needed to distract the man if they had any chance of making it out of there alive.
“No.” She struggled to turn and face him without slicing her neck, sneering up into his red face. “You say you want me. That you cared and have waited for me, but you treat me like this? Call me a bitch? You have no respect for women.”
The man snarled, spittle trailing down his chin. “You betrayed me. You are nothing but a whore who needs to learn her place.”
“I am not a whore. I made love to a man I care about. That doesn’t make me a whore. You are just a sick, delusional man who needs to see the padded walls of a nuthouse,” she screamed.
He released her hair, and the back of his hand arched down to slap her with enough force to send her spinning. Shaking the dizziness away, she looked up in time to find him raising both hands over his head, the knife gleaming as a ray of sunlight hit it.
“You’ll pay!” The knife came down. Deana rolled just as gunshots rang through the room. She looked up in time to watch three red stains blossom across the man’s chest, his expression shocked as blood trickled out of his mouth. The knife clattered to the floor, and Deana scooted farther back until she hit the wall.
Unable to look away, she stared helplessly as the man fell to the floor, his eyes fixed and sightless.
“Deana.” Hands smoothed over her arms, releasing her wrists from the cuffs. She was brought up hard against the wall of Finn’s chest as he rocked her.
Coming out of her daze, she sobbed, her arms going around Finn’s shoulders as he sat down next to her, pulling her into his lap. “Oh, baby, shhh… Don’t cry, honey, you’re safe. I’m so sorry. So sorry, baby.”
She buried her head in the crook of Finn’s neck. “I’m sorry. It’s all my fault. You should stay far, far away from me.”
A gentle hand settled under her chin, lifting her gaze to his, and he shook his head. “Not a chance. It wasn’t your fault, none of it. I’m just glad I got here in time.”
A wobbly smile spread across her lips. “You do have perfect timing.”
He kissed her gently, and she was surprised to see a tear escape the corner of his eye. When he pulled back, he said, “I thought I was going to lose you.”
She swallowed the large lump in her throat. “He was going to kill you. I thought if I focused all his attention on me, you might be able to get the drop on him and stay safe.”
“Which reminds me,” he said, scowling, “never, ever piss off a psychopath with a knife.”
“It distracted him, didn’t it?” she argued.
“And nearly took ten years, no, twenty off my life. Don’t you ever risk yourself like that again.”
Her eyes drifted from his. “I had to.”
“Why? I could have handled it without you nearly getting stabbed.” His arms wrapped around her once more, and his chin rested on the top of her head. “You didn’t trust me to save you?”
“No, I trusted you. I was just afraid of you getting hurt in the process. I wanted to protect you.” She snuggled into him, afraid to see his expression. What if her admission scared him off?
“When I saw him bring that knife down… God, it was like my heart stopped.” His voice was raw.
She heard the beep of a phone and realized Finn was dialing. “Hello, this is Officer Finn Meyers…”
She listened as Finn explained the situation, warmth spreading through her as his arms stayed around her.
He cares.
 
* * *
 
Hours later, Deana and Finn had given their statements, and Finn was put on leave with pay for the shooting. It was standard procedure, and he would have to see a shrink to get cleared, but it was worth it, knowing that crazy bastard would never come after Deana again.
Finn hadn’t been able to let Deana from his arms through the whole process. The thought that he might have lost her after so short a time made him realize that, against all the warning bells that went off telling him he was crazy, she was it for him. Deana was the one.
As the last officer left his house, he turned to smile down at her. “So, I’ve been thinking…”
With her arms around his waist, she rested her chin on his chest to gaze up at him. “Yeah?”
“Since I’m on leave and you’re taking the week off to recover, what do you say to going on a trip with me?” Her eyebrows rose, and he continued, “I don’t know about you, but I really want to put this craziness from my mind, and I don’t think I can do that here.”
After a brief pause, she gave him a small smile. “As long as it’s not a cabin in the woods or a scary mansion, I’m good.”
Dropping his lips to hers, he murmured against them, “I was thinking some place a little more private.”
“With a beach?”
“A beach sounds good.”
“We could rent a little condo on the shore. Plenty of privacy…to role-play.”
Finn quirked an eyebrow. “Yeah? Who are we pretending to be?”
“I’m not sure yet.”
“I see.” He dropped a kiss on her mouth and before he lost his nerve, murmured, “Well, what if I pretend to be a man falling in love with a woman?”
Deana sucked in her breath and for a second, he thought she was going to bolt.
It wasn’t until he saw the tears welling up in her eyes that he relaxed.
“I guess then I’ll pretend to be the luckiest woman in the world?” she said.
Picking her up in his arms, he kissed her one more time. “I could go along with that.”
“Me too.” Deana leaned her head onto Finn’s chest as he carried her into the bedroom. “But afterwards, can we switch roles?”
He paused at the foot of the bed. “How’s that?”
“I’ll be the woman falling in love with you, and you can be the luckiest man in the world,” she said sheepishly.
Laying her on the bed, he climbed up next to her and held her close, kissing her forehead softly. “Sounds like a plan to me.”
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