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      Victoria was so focused on the soil sample she was studying that it wasn’t until Edward cleared his throat that she realized she wasn’t alone. She jumped and looked up to find her assistant standing next to her, his usually pale complexion even whiter than normal.

      “What is it?” she asked, an uneasy suspicion making her stomach churn.

      “The board has made their decision.”

      Her stomach plummeted. She didn’t need to hear the words. She could see the decision in the pity lurking in his eyes.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “They’ve cut the funding. You have until the end of the month to vacate the premises.”

      “How can they do that? They promised me that I would have the use of this lab for five years and it’s only been thirty-eight months and six days.”

      Edward dropped his eyes, avoiding her gaze.

      “There were budget cuts across the board, and Dr. Manning said that they needed the space for a more important project.”

      Her mouth twisted. “More important? Hah. He means more profitable.”

      How many times before had she been the victim of the same argument? Her work was focused on low-cost alternatives to costly reclamation projects—not a result which appealed to a corporation anxious to increase their profit margins. As much as she wanted to march into Dr. Manning’s office and demand that he uphold their original agreement, experience had taught her that it would be a futile effort.

      Instead, she sighed and looked around at her lab. She’d been making progress—real progress—and having to find a new location was going to have a serious impact on her timeline. There had to be a way to continue her work, even without this lab. Her research was too important to abandon now.

      She lifted her chin and forced herself to smile at Edward. It wasn’t his fault, after all.

      “Thank you for the notice. I’ll start packing up the lab immediately. There’s no point in putting it off until the last minute.”

      He nodded, a flicker of relief crossing his face. “I’m glad you understand. If there’s anything I can do to help, please let me know.”

      “That won’t be necessary,” she said. “You’ve done enough. I’ve enjoyed working with you.”

      “I have enjoyed it as well. I wish…”

      He didn’t complete his thought, just nodded again and left.

      Now what was she going to do? Her grant would cover materials and supplies, but it was the lab itself that presented a problem. Renting a suitable place would be cost prohibitive, even if she added in the small stipend that currently paid for her modest living quarters. She wasn’t averse to sleeping on a cot in her lab—she had before—but without a lab it wasn’t a feasible option.

      Which meant she was back in the same position she’d been in thirty-eight months and six days ago: a researcher without a place to conduct research. Her grant wasn’t large enough to tempt most universities unless she was also willing to teach classes. She shuddered. Her attempts as a teaching assistant while earning her degree had not gone well.

      As she desperately tried to come up with a solution, she pulled out some boxes and started packing. By the time Edward returned late that afternoon, the majority of her possessions had been packed into a dozen depressingly small, light cardboard boxes.

      Edward tapped nervously on the door and gave her an uncertain look.

      “The movers will be here tomorrow to pack up and store the major equipment. Do you need help loading up your car?”

      “No, I’ve got it.” She picked up the first box and gave him a rueful smile. “At least as far as the car. I have no idea where I’ll be going after that.”

      He hesitated, fidgeting with the pen in his shirt pocket.

      “Do you have to stay in this area?”

      “Not necessarily, although if I move too far I’ll have to change the protocols. I just need an affordable place to continue my work, somewhere private and isolated.”

      “I have an idea. Do you remember hearing about a town called Screaming Woods? It’s been on the news a few times,” he added when she gave him a blank look.

      “Screaming Woods? I don’t think so.”

      “It’s a small rural town a few hours north of here, surrounded by dense forest. The locals are rather… peculiar, but rent is cheap, and no one would bother you about strange noises or smells coming from your property.”

      A spark of hope ignited in her chest. “That sounds perfect.”

      “Are you sure? The town doesn’t have a great reputation. There was an Incident twenty years ago and people were… changed.” He took a deep breath, his narrow chest rising. “I came from there. It’s my hometown.”

      “I don’t remember seeing that on your resume.”

      “That’s because it’s not on there. I used my aunt’s address.”

      She sighed. “I guess I can understand that if the town has an odd reputation. Do you want to give me your actual address so I can get in touch with you if I find a new location?”

      “That’s actually why I brought it up. I made a few calls this afternoon and I think there may be a place there which could work for you. That is if you’re sure you don’t mind being surrounded by people who are little… different.”

      Something suddenly triggered in her memory.

      “Isn’t that the place that’s supposed to be full of monsters?”

      He twirled the pen even more rapidly as he gave a reluctant nod, but his obvious apprehension didn’t deter her. She’d rather take her chances with monsters than shut down her work.

      “People always thought that I was different,” she said honestly. “If you can find a laboratory that I can afford, I don’t care if I end up living next to the wolfman.”

      Edward suddenly smiled.

      “Since he runs a bed and breakfast in the middle of town, I don’t think that would be appropriate. I have something better in mind.”
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      Three weeks later, Victoria pulled up in front of her new laboratory and smiled with satisfaction. Edward had found her the perfect location. From the outside it still looked like the barn it had once been—a sprawling red structure with peeling paint and a slanted weathervane—but the outside didn’t concern her. The space inside was exactly what she needed for a basic but perfectly adequate lab. There was even a small apartment at one end of the structure where she could live.

      Forcing open the door of her ancient car, she took a deep breath of the clean country air. She’d never paid much attention to her physical surroundings, but she had to admit that this was a pleasant change from the constant scent of diesel and smoke in the industrial park where her old lab had been located. Only the faint twitter of birds and the gentle hum of insects disturbed the quiet.

      She smiled again, and started to unload her car. As she reached into the backseat to pick up one of her meager boxes of belongings, the tiny hairs on the back of her neck prickled. She was suddenly quite sure that someone was watching her.

      Putting the box back down, she straightened, trying to look casual as she surreptitiously scanned her surroundings. The barn was set a small distance back from the road leading into Screaming Woods. Two huge oak trees framed the barn and more trees covered the slope climbing up behind the barn. The scene was just as beautiful and rustic as it had looked a moment ago, but she was suddenly very aware that she was alone. She’d chosen the barn specifically because of the isolated location, but the silence suddenly seemed ominous rather than peaceful.

      She wasn’t a woman given to foolish flights of fantasy. Even as a child she’d spent her time solving math equations rather than reading fairy tales. During the negotiations over the barn, she’d already met several of the occupants of Screaming Woods, and while they might have been a little… unusual, they hadn’t frightened her.

      A bird suddenly called out from the top of a nearby tree and she jumped, then laughed at her skittishness. It’s just a bird. Shaking her head at her own foolishness, she picked up the box again and made her way inside.

      Once inside the barn, the familiar sight of her equipment and the rows of experimental beds reassured her even more. The soaring rafters of the barn and the light streaming in from the windows high overhead were a pleasant change from a metal grid of acoustic tiles and fluorescent lights. She nodded approvingly and carried the box through to her new apartment.

      Located behind the big office at the front of the building, the apartment consisted of a small living room with an even smaller kitchen. The living room had a big window overlooking the woods behind the barn, as did the bedroom loft, and fortunately it had come equipped with old but comfortable furniture. She’d always lived in furnished rooms, and her only real piece of furniture was the rocking chair her advisor had given her when she earned her doctorate.

      She put her box down on the scarred wooden coffee table and heaved a sigh of relief. This is going to work out just fine. A flicker of movement outside the window made her look up, but nothing moved amongst the lush vegetation. It must have been the wind, she decided, then gasped with delight as a deer wandered into view, bending down to nibble at some tender shoots at the base of a tree.

      The deer suddenly froze, one hoof hovering above the ground, as its head jerked up, staring straight at Victoria with luminous black eyes.

      She stood equally still, her heart pounding. Waiting. Then the deer bolted into the woods, its white tail flagging, and she let out a breath of relief. Why had the encounter disturbed her? There was certainly nothing threatening about a deer. Dismissing the apprehension skittering over her skin, she returned to unpacking her car.

      By the time everything was unloaded, she was exhausted. She rummaged through the bag of supplies her landlady Inga had kindly left and found a loaf of bread and a block of cheese. Settling for a simple sandwich and a glass of wine, she watched night fall over the forest, the total darkness a far cry from the ever-present lights of the city. With a tired sigh, she climbed the spiral stairs to the loft, stripped off her clothes, and sank into the thick mattress. She was asleep within minutes, only to dream of mysterious green eyes hidden amongst the leaves and a deer offering her a cup of tea.

      The next morning, she yawned tiredly as she brewed a pot of coffee. She’d put her rocking chair in front of the big window and she carried her mug over to it, rocking gently as she sipped coffee and looked out into the forest. This time, she spotted the narrow trail winding up into the trees. That must have been where the deer had vanished the day before.

      She’d never been an outdoor person—her life had been spent inside classrooms and labs—but the lush greenery surrounding her was unexpectedly inviting. Giving in to an uncharacteristic impulse, she pulled on her sneakers and went to investigate the trail.

      The path was a little overgrown but quite obvious, and she decided to follow it up to the place where she’d last seen the deer. Halfway up the slope, she spotted the white flash of its tail ahead of her. Paying no attention to her presence, the deer nibbled a few leaves, then moved on. As she followed it, she automatically began noting which plants it chose and which it avoided.

      She was so fascinated that the open clearing at the top of the hill took her by surprise. The deer seemed startled as well, bounding across the clearing with astonishing speed. When it reached the other side, it paused and looked back at her, its body half-concealed by the deep shadows beneath the trees. For a moment, she could have sworn the deer was standing on its hind legs as it watched her.

      Ridiculous. She blinked and shook her head, and when she looked back, the deer looked perfectly normal, all four legs firmly on the ground. It paused a second longer, then bolted into the forest. As the sounds of its retreat faded, she became aware of a prickling at the back of her neck again. The feeling of being watched had returned.

      Her heart pounding, she turned to survey the rest of the clearing. At the highest point, a giant windmill was silhouetted against the sky. Heavily charred walls and the blackened framework of its sails indicated the fire that must have destroyed it, but it was still an impressive sight, dominating the top of the hill. A large, sturdy log building occupied the lower side of the clearing, huge double doors thrown open to reveal what looked like a collection of furniture inside.

      Other than the two buildings the clearing was empty, yet she was quite sure she wasn’t alone. She backed towards the trail, her heart pounding.

      “Hello?”

      No response. The woods were eerily silent.

      “Who’s there?” she asked, trying to sound confident. “Please come out. I promise I don’t bite.”

      The air remained absolutely still for a moment longer, and then there was a faint rustle of branches. A man stepped out of the shadows at the edge of the woods next to the log building. No, not a man.

      A monster.

      He was tall, so tall that he would tower over her, and she was not a short woman. Massive shoulders strained at the open flannel shirt he was wearing, but it wasn’t his size that made him monstrous. His skin was a pale silvery grey and crisscrossed with lines of stitches. The stitches circled his wrists and his neck and made a thick stripe down the center of his chest. Another scar bisected what must once have been a handsome face. Piercing green eyes regarded her from below a shock of straight, dark hair. Even though she knew she’d never met him before, an unexpected feeling of recognition swept over her as their eyes met.

      “Frankenstein’s monster,” she whispered.
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      Two weeks earlier…

      

      “I rented out the barn,” Inga said casually, not looking up from the laptop screen where she was updating Frank’s inventory.

      “You did what?” he growled, jerking his attention away from the half-finished chair he’d been sanding.

      “Rented out the barn. Nice woman. She’s moving here from the city and needs some place large enough for her work.”

      “What kind of work?”

      “I didn’t really ask.”

      Her casual tone didn’t fool him in the least. His bookkeeper knew everything about everybody in Screaming Woods. Dread hollowed out his stomach. What wasn’t she telling him?

      “I don’t want to rent out the barn.”

      She raised a perfectly manicured blonde eyebrow.

      “You told me to find a tenant.”

      “That was five years ago!”

      Five years ago when it hadn’t seemed possible to make a living from his furniture making. When his limited trust fund had run out and no one needed hired labor—especially big, clumsy hired labor. In his agitation he turned to pace across the workshop floor and immediately slammed into his workbench, sending two newly turned legs and a cloud of sawdust flying.

      Fuck! Despite the years that had passed since the Incident, the moment he forgot his new size and strength, disaster happened.

      “You never told me you’d changed your mind,” Inga said coolly, offering neither sympathy nor concern. He usually appreciated her restraint, but this was not one of those times.

      “Well, I have.”

      “It’s too late. She’s already signed a contract.”

      “She?” The fact that it was a woman just added to his frustration. How could Inga have rented out the front part of his property to a full human female who would be sure to scream and run at the sight of him? “Who is she?”

      “Her name is Victoria Stein. Like I said, she’s a nice woman.”

      “What aren’t you telling me?”

      “What makes you think I’m not telling you something?”

      Fuck. When Inga started answering his question with another question, she was definitely hiding something. Before he could probe any further, she swiveled the laptop around so that he could see the screen.

      “This new line of desks could be very profitable.”

      “It’s not a new line. I had no intention of selling the desk.” He’d only built it because his father had had one like it.

      She sighed.

      “Frank, you’re trying to run a business—or at least letting me run it for you. If you want it to be successful, you can’t keep everything you make.” A flash of humor crossed her usually serious face. “And if you don’t want to rent out your property, you need to make a profit.”

      “I do make a profit.”

      “You’d make more of one if you’d let me charge what your pieces are worth.”

      It was a familiar argument. He was too conscious of the flaws in his furniture to charge more. Inga insisted that he was the only one who could detect the things he considered flaws.

      Inga had been his father’s junior partner in the accounting firm and had taken over the firm after his father’s death. She’d always been kind to him in her own quiet way and he liked her. His mother, on the other hand, had never had a nice word to say about her—but that was quite possibly because Inga had been appointed as the executor for his trust and had adamantly refused to let his mother draw on it whenever she wanted. Just as well, as it turned out. He’d never had made it through those first dreadful years after the Incident without financial support.

      “Maybe I could charge a little more,” he said reluctantly.

      “Good. With the rental income as well, you might even make a decent income this year.”

      “I meant I’d charge more in order to avoid having to rent out the property.”

      “Too late. The contract has already been signed.”

      Inga closed the laptop and rose to her feet, brushing off her impeccably tailored navy pants. Looking up at his undoubtedly frustrated expression, her face softened and she patted his arm.

      “Don’t worry so much. You just keep using the back road and let her use the main road. I’m sure you won’t even need to see her—if you don’t want to.”

      Before he could assure her that he most definitely did not want to see a strange woman, she’d climbed into her spotless red Volvo and driven away. He sighed, his eyes going to the burned out remains of the windmill—the constant reminder that he was no longer the man he had once been. But perhaps Inga was right. His new tenant would stay at the front of the property and he would remain here. They never needed to meet at all.

      

      But despite his resolve, he couldn’t entirely suppress his curiosity. The day that the moving van pulled up, he concealed himself in the woods and watched. The first item to emerge was a rocking chair—beautifully carved and carefully wrapped in bubble wrap. An older woman perhaps? The chair was followed by a series of boxes, all neatly packed and labeled.

      In his mind, the new renter was beginning to look a lot like Inga and he started to relax. A reserved older lady who would stay on her portion of the property might not be too bad. Then a beat up old car sputtered up the drive as the van departed. After a brief struggle with the door, a leg emerged—a very long leg—followed by a tall, slender woman in a pair of coveralls that were almost as decrepit as the car. Dark hair was piled up on top of her head in a messy bun with at least one pencil wedged into it. His heart sank as his image of an elderly tenant went up in smoke.

      This woman wasn’t old. In fact, he suspected she was quite a bit younger than him. And despite her shapeless clothing, the slender contours of her body woke an interest that he hadn’t felt in years. When she bent over to retrieve a box, her coveralls tightening across the soft curve of her ass, an unexpected wave of arousal washed over him. He bit back a groan, but perhaps she sensed his presence because she suddenly straightened, looking around suspiciously.

      Heart pounding, he pressed himself against the rough bark of the old tree, praying the shadows would conceal him. A mourning dove cooed from high above him, and she relaxed, a smile curving her pretty pink lips. She bent back over her boxes and began unloading them.

      He hated seeing her struggle with the boxes and more than once thought of offering to help—but the fear of her terror, her disgust, at his appearance kept him in place. By the time she’d finished, evening shadows were beginning to darken the forest, and he forced himself to leave and return to his workshop.

      I won’t go back, he decided. I’ll stay away from her.

      But his restless sleep was haunted by dreams of her and his first thought on waking was to see her again. He had just entered the woods when he heard her approaching, following a deer moving along the path to his clearing. A deer? He gave it a suspicious look as it passed and he could have sworn it returned it, but then the deer was gone and the woman was entering the clearing.

      He drew back into the shadows, his heart pounding. Why did she have to come here? And why did she have to look so enticing, the sunlight striking fiery sparks in her dark hair? Her blue eyes sparkled with curiosity as she looked around, and he could imagine those eyes studying him with that same intensity. The thought both thrilled and terrified him.

      Her chin suddenly lifted, tension straightening those slender shoulders.

      “Hello?”

      Her voice was soft and low, with a slight musical lilt.

      “Who’s there? Please come out. I promise I don’t bite.”

      Despite her attempt to sound confident, he could hear the slight tremor in her voice, and his chest ached. He didn’t want to show himself. He wanted to remain hidden in the shadows, but he decided that would be foolish as well as cowardly. If his new tenant was going to make a practice of walking in the woods, he would be sure to run into her again.

      At least if she screams and runs away, it will put an end to this foolish obsession.

      Steeling himself against her reaction, he stepped out of the bushes.

      Her eyes widened as she saw him and he clenched his fists, bracing himself for her screams. Or what if she fainted? He would have to try and catch her. The thought of cradling that slender body against his sent another wave of unwilling arousal through his body, but what if he accidentally harmed her? No, it would be better if she ran.

      But she didn’t run and she didn’t faint. Instead, she smiled at him.

      “Frankenstein’s monster,” she said softly, but she sounded intrigued rather than afraid.

      He ducked his head, grateful that his new skin didn’t blush.

      “Yes.”

      “Is there a Dr. Frankenstein?”

      “In a way.”

      Dr. Karloff had been responsible for his appearance, just as he had been responsible for all the so-called monsters in Screaming Woods. When he didn’t elaborate, she asked another question.

      “Were you watching me?”

      “My apologies,” he said stiffly. “I don’t get many visitors and I value my privacy.”

      “So do I,” she said dryly, then tilted her head. “Do you want me to leave?”

      No!

      He managed to rein in his immediate response.

      “You’re here now.” The words didn’t come out the way he intended, and he cleared his throat. “I mean we might as well introduce ourselves. I’m Frank.”

      “Really?” Her eyes sparkled with amusement, then widened. “Frank Hollander? You mean you’re my landlord?”

      “I suppose so.”

      “Then I’m very pleased to meet you. Your barn was exactly what I needed. I’m Victoria,” she added.

      “Victoria,” he repeated. Even her name tasted sweet on his tongue.

      “Where do you live?” she asked, glancing around the clearing, and once again he was grateful he couldn’t blush.

      “This is my workshop. I live there.”

      The look she gave the building was curious rather than pitying.

      “Workshop? Did you make all that furniture?”

      “Yes.”

      “How fascinating. Will you show me around?”

      He should say no. He should send her on her way.

      “Yes,” he said instead.
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      As Victoria followed Frank into his workshop, she couldn’t help admiring the broad width of his shoulders and the taut curve of his buttocks. She’d never been particularly interested in a man’s body before—but then she’d usually been surrounded by scientists who were more interested in developing their brains than their bodies. But despite Frank’s obvious differences, he’d aroused a sensual curiosity in her that she would have sworn didn’t exist.

      He turned around to look at her and she quickly dragged her gaze away from that muscular ass, sure that her cheeks were turning pink. She quickly focused on her surroundings instead.

      Sawdust coated the floor and clung to the workbenches that lined the walls. Half-finished projects were scattered about, intricate wooden creations in various stages of completion. The sharp, clean scent of freshly cut wood hung in the air, accented by the earthier aromas of lacquer and varnish. She studied the smooth surface of a workbench, noting the nicks and grooves worn into the wood from years of craftsmanship.

      Through an open door at the back of the room, she could see a neatly made bed and she remembered that he’d said he lived here. It reminded her of the cot she’d kept in her old lab, and she smiled. Maybe they had more in common than she thought.

      “This is wonderful,” she said, smiling at him.

      He shrugged awkwardly.

      “I still have a lot to learn.”

      “Really?” She ran a fingertip along the edge of a carved tabletop, admiring the smoothness of the wood. “This looks perfect to me.”

      “The carving isn’t symmetrical.” He frowned at the scroll work. “I have… difficulty with the finer details.”

      His huge fists clenched as he spoke, and her heart ached. If he hadn’t always been like this, how hard must it have been to adjust to his new size and strength?

      “Well, I think it’s beautiful,” she said firmly, and his lips curved in what might have been a smile. “You have an amazing talent. You shouldn’t diminish that.”

      “Do you really think so?”

      How could someone so big and powerful look so uncertain?

      “I know so. This piece is a work of art. You should be proud of it.”

      This time, he really did smile.

      “Thank you,” he said simply, his eyes glowing as he looked down at her.

      Driven by an unexpected impulse, she put her hand on his arm, then rose up on her toes to brush a kiss against his cheek, warm and smooth against her lips.

      “Don’t thank me—you’re the one with the talent.”

      The hard muscles in his arm quivered beneath her touch and she cleared her throat, suddenly embarrassed by her actions. She quickly turned away and wandered deeper into the workshop, pausing next to a beautiful slab of wood almost as tall as she was.

      “What’s this for?” she asked, grateful that her voice sounded relatively normal.

      “A tabletop.” His voice was equally neutral. “I’m making it for a client who wants something simple but elegant. I’m going to keep the live edge on it.”

      “What a wonderful idea. What kind of wood is it?”

      “Heart pine. It has a beautiful color that will deepen as it ages and it’s durable enough to withstand daily use.” He shrugged. “Most of my commissions are for rustic, hardy pieces. Not too fancy, but made to last.”

      “Practical and beautiful. You’re very talented.”

      He had moved next to her as they talked, and she was acutely conscious of that big body looming over her. His hand rested next to hers on the slab of wood, the edge of their fingers just touching. A spark of warmth shot up her arm from that minimal contact.

      “I’m glad you like it.”

      His voice was soft, as if speaking too loudly might shatter the moment. She looked up to find his gaze locked on her, his green eyes glowing with something more than pride in his work. Her heart stuttered, heat pooling low in her belly. Would he kiss with the same passion he obviously devoted to his work?

      Confused by the sudden rush of arousal, she cleared her throat again and looked away.

      “So, umm, how did you get into woodworking?”

      His body tensed as he stared down at the slab of wood.

      “My dad taught me the basics when I was a kid. He was an accountant, but he loved working with wood. I’ve always found it… calming. A way to focus my energy into something productive.” He shrugged. “It helped. After the Incident.”

      “I can understand that.” Her fingers brushed back over the smooth wood, remembering all those nights alone in the lab. “My work can be like that too, sometimes. An outlet.”

      “What is your work?”

      “I’m studying the effectiveness of phytoremediation on soil pollutants. Phytoremediation is—”

      “The use of plants to remove contaminants from the soil,” he said stiffly.

      She gave a delighted laugh.

      “That’s amazing. No one ever knows what I’m talking about…” She frowned as his hands clenched on the slab of wood. “Is something wrong?”

      “You’re a scientist.”

      His voice was utterly neutral, but she saw his fingers flex and heard the wood creak.

      “Why, yes. That’s why I needed the barn—for my lab.”

      “You’re using my barn as a laboratory.” He laughed, a harsh, grating sound without a trace of humor. “How could Inga do that to me?”

      “I don’t understand. What’s wrong?”

      “A scientist made me what I am today. I despise scientists.”

      She gave him a horrified look.

      “I would never do anything—”

      “Go.”

      “But Frank, I would never—”

      “Go!” he roared as she reached for his arm.

      A resounding crack filled the workshop as the beautiful slab of wood broke beneath his grip. Her own cry echoed it before she turned and fled, tears streaming down her cheeks.

      

      Frank’s chest ached as Victoria fled. Despite the sense of betrayal filling him, he still had to fight back the urge to go after her. Only the fear that he might damage her as badly as he’d damaged the piece of wood stopped him from reaching out to her.

      Damn Inga. How could she do this?

      Forcing his gaze away from the place where Victoria had disappeared into the woods, he stomped into his living area. He took five deep breaths before very carefully picking up the phone he rarely used and dialing Inga’s number.

      “Frank? What a delightful—”

      “She’s a scientist,” he ground out, and the phone case creaked.

      “Why, yes, dear. I know.”

      She actually sounded amused.

      “And you know how I feel about scientists.”

      Another creak.

      Inga sighed.

      “Frank, do you really think Victoria is anything like Dr. Karloff? She’s trying to clean up the environment, for goodness’ sake.”

      “And Dr. Karloff just wanted everyone to have a good time at the party. No matter how good their intentions, scientists meddle with things they don’t understand.”

      “You know better than that,” she said softly. “Or at least you did once.”

      “I was young and foolish.”

      “Maybe that’s better than old and bitter,” she said tartly. “Are you so determined to spend the rest of your life alone?”

      She hung up before he could respond, and he barely managed to stop himself from flinging the phone against the wall. He set it down carefully, grateful that it was mostly intact.

      He stalked back through his workshop, unable to look at the shattered wood, then stopped in the open doorway to stare across at the burned out remains of the windmill. It was a constant reminder of what he had become, of how dangerous he could be. Of a life that he would never have.

      The rattle of an approaching engine interrupted his thoughts. He sighed as an old ‘55 Chevy truck pulled up next to the workshop and Tom Jenkins climbed out. Tom had been a friend of his father’s, a lawyer who used a thick southern accent and a good-natured smile to disguise a brilliant legal mind.

      “I suppose Inga called you,” he said dryly, and Tom shook his head.

      “Don’t ask leading questions, boy.”

      “I’m hardly a boy.”

      Tom shrugged.

      “You are to me. Inga said you got your panties in a twist about that pretty little girl who’s renting your barn.”

      “Not a girl. A scientist.” A very desirable scientist. He scowled at the older man. “And how do you know what she looks like anyway?”

      “I handled the paperwork for the rental.”

      “You’re supposed to be retired.”

      Tom grinned at him. “I still do some work for my friends. And if you’re thinking of trying to break the lease, forget it. You know I’m better than that.”

      “The thought hadn’t occurred to me,” he said honestly.

      And I don’t want to break it. The thought took him by surprise, but even now that he knew that Victoria was a scientist, he didn’t want her to leave.

      Sharp grey eyes studied him, and then Tom shook his head again.

      “If I were you, I’d start working on an apology.”

      “An apology? Why?”

      “Because you can’t go courting a woman that you ran off without apologizing first.”

      “Courting her? I can’t…”

      It was impossible. Wasn’t it? Even if he were capable of having a relationship with a normal woman, the last person he’d choose was a scientist, no matter how smart or pretty or how soft her lips had felt against his cheek. His cock flexed automatically at the memory.

      Of course, someone working to save the environment was a much better option than someone who experimented with people or animals. He’d read enough about phytoremediation to know that it was important work. Had he been too hard on her?

      Tom had obviously been watching him think because he grinned again, slapped a hand on his shoulder, then ambled back to his truck.

      “Better make it a good one. I suspect you got a lot of apologizing ahead of you.”

      The old truck rumbled off down the hill as he stared at the windmill again. But this time, all he could see was Victoria’s tear-stricken face. The longer he thought about it, the more he was convinced that Tom was right. He did owe her an apology. Not that he expected the apology to lead to anything else, but just in case, perhaps he should make it something special.

      He looked back into the workshop and smiled. He knew just the thing.
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      Victoria leaned against her lab table, staring absently at the soil sample. Her usual concentration escaped her as her thoughts kept straying to the workshop on the hill behind the barn. To Frank. It had been three days since he’d chased her away, and she hadn’t seen him since. Multiple times she considered going to see him again, to try and explain that she’d never hurt him, but how could she apologize for who she was?

      Becoming a scientist had been her dream since she was a child, burying the loneliness of being an orphan beneath ever more impressive academic achievements. It had been all she’d ever wanted, but now it felt unusually… isolated.

      I need to find another assistant, she decided. At least then she would have someone else to talk to—although how she would find the right person for the particular challenges of Screaming Woods she had no idea. She was still considering options, when Inga knocked and entered the lab.

      “Good morning, Dr. Stein.”

      Despite the other woman’s friendly smile, Victoria quickly tried to smooth her disheveled hair. The other woman’s immaculate appearance always made her self-conscious, and she watched enviously as Inga clicked her way across the floor with her delicate footsteps. Her gait reminded Victoria of the deer she’d seen when she arrived, as did Inga’s big, dark eyes, so similar to the ones from that day. She suddenly remembered that brief impression she’d had of the deer standing upright. Surely it wasn’t possible…

      “Is something wrong?” Inga asked, raising a perfectly manicured brow, and Victoria blushed when she realized that she was staring at the older woman.

      “No, sorry. My thoughts were wandering. How can I help you?”

      “Since you’re new in town, I wanted to invite you to our annual spring festival. It occurs this Saturday on the Town Square.”

      “I don’t think I’ve ever been to a spring festival,” she admitted, and saw a brief flash of sympathy cross Inga’s face.

      “Then you should definitely come to this one. We’ll have games and food stalls, not to mention the inevitable showdown between Mrs. Tarkan and Sue Westminster over who has the best orchids. Oh, and there’ll be dancing after the sun goes down.”

      Would the festival help ease that sense of isolation? Or would she feel even more alone on the edge of the crowd?

      “It does sound like fun,” she said cautiously. “But I do have a lot of work to do.”

      Inga shook her head. “There’s more to life than just work.”

      Like a certain tall monster who had chased her away. She fiddled with the soil sample as she did her best to keep her tone casual.

      “Have you spoken to Frank lately?”

      “No, he’s avoiding me.”

      “I’m sorry if I caused any trouble.”

      “It’s not your fault.” Inga sighed, then perched gracefully on the stool next to Victoria’s. “Frank was an excellent student once. He intended to become a biologist and actually had a scholarship to the state university.”

      “What happened?”

      “His mother.” Inga’s face darkened. “Frank’s father was a wonderful man, but he was blind when it came to Barbara. He died when Frank was twelve. I did what I could, but she was his mother, biologically anyway, and she was very good at skirting the edge of abuse.”

      “She hit him?” she asked, horrified.

      “No, but she neglected him. She was always more interested in having a good time than looking after her son. As I said, I did what I could, but it wasn’t the same. I’m not sure he even realized how badly she behaved until she ‘forgot’ to send in any of the paperwork for his scholarship.”

      “That’s terrible.”

      “I was absolutely furious when I found out. He reapplied for the following year, and in the meantime he worked part time for Dr. Karloff. Frank really admired that old fool—I think that’s why he was even more devastated after the Incident.”

      “What happened to Dr. Karloff?”

      “No one knows. Some people think he ran away because he was ashamed. Others that he went off to look for a way to reverse the process. Whatever the truth of the matter, no one has seen him since. But for Frank, it was just one more loss.”

      “And his mother?”

      “She left too. Said he didn’t need her anymore and went sailing off with one of her men friends. Good riddance too,” Inga added, her voice unusually harsh. She took a deep breath, then smiled at Victoria as she rose. “But all that is in the past now. I just thought it might help you understand why Frank reacted the way he did. And you really should think about coming to the spring festival. You never know who else might show up.”

      Victoria knew she was blushing again as Inga waved her hand and left. Would Frank be there? Could she get him to talk to her? Maybe even dance with her? Ignoring the fact that she didn’t know how to dance, she let herself fantasize about whirling across a dance floor in Frank’s massive arms.

      She was so lost in her daydream that when Frank appeared in the doorway, she was convinced she was imagining him. But why was he carrying a huge blanket-wrapped bundle?

      “Frank?” she whispered.

      “Victoria.” He had that same uncertain look on his face. “I brought you something. As an apology.”

      “You don’t need to apologize,” she said automatically. “I didn’t realize that you didn’t know why I was renting the barn.”

      “I shouldn’t have told you to leave.”

      He took a deep breath, then placed his bundle on the floor, and pulled off the blanket to reveal a large, intricately carved desk, its deep mahogany wood gleaming under the light flooding down from the clerestory windows. She couldn’t resist going over to look at it, tears filling her eyes when she saw the V carefully inscribed in the carving, surrounded by delicately carved flowers.

      “I made it for you,” he said cautiously.

      She ran her fingers over the smooth surface, tracing the intricate carvings of flowers and vines that adorned its edges.

      “It’s beautiful.”

      His fingers followed behind hers as he gave her a worried look.

      “It’s not perfect, but I did the best—”

      “It looks perfect to me. I can’t believe you did this for me.”

      “I really am sorry.”

      “Me too. Friends?” she asked, offering him her hand.

      An odd look crossed his face before he enclosed it in his own massive hand. She had intended it as a neutral gesture, but the feel of his skin against hers set her heart racing, and started a pulse of desire low in her stomach. This close she could smell the clean scent of wood and leather that surrounded him and her heart skipped a beat.

      The spring festival and her earlier daydream filled her head, and she bit her lip.

      “Frank, I was wondering…”

      Her voice was barely audible above the gentle whir of the lab equipment, and she cleared her throat, more nervous than she’d been in a very long time.

      “Yes?”

      He was still holding her hand, his eyes fixed on her face.

      “Would you…  I mean, I was thinking…”

      Dammit, she was usually much more articulate.

      “What is it, sweetheart? I mean, Victoria,” he added hastily.

      He was clearly embarrassed by the endearment, and somehow that gave her enough courage to continue.

      “Would you like to go to the spring festival with me? I think it would be… nice to experience it together.”

      The words finally tumbled out, leaving her feeling breathless and exposed, especially when he didn’t immediately respond. Flushing, she started to withdraw her hand, but his fingers closed gently around hers.

      “I would be honored,” he said at last, and relief filled her.

      “Really?”

      “Yes. I can’t think of anyone else I’d rather experience it with.”

      “Then it’s a date.”

      The word sounded so odd. How long had it been since she’d been on a date? Years probably. She suspected it had been even longer for Frank, but he was smiling down at her.

      “A date,” he agreed. “Shall I pick you up here on Saturday? Around two?”

      Her heart fluttered with excitement as she smiled back at him.

      “All right.”

      He retained his grip on her hand for a moment longer, then finally let it drop. Her fingers immediately felt cold and alone.

      “I should probably let you get back to work.” Despite his words, she noticed that he avoided looking around the lab. “I’m looking forward to Saturday.”

      “I am too.” Her courage bolstered by his agreement, she took another chance. “And I was thinking—if you don’t mind—I could possibly come by your workshop again tomorrow. I really would like to learn more about what you do.”

      To her relief, he nodded again, looking pleased at her suggestion.

      “I would enjoy that. And I promise I won’t chase you away this time.”

      Their eyes met, and she felt oddly breathless. He seemed to lean towards her, but then he straightened, stepping back a little.

      “Thank you again for this beautiful desk,” she said, running her hand over the smooth surface once more. “It’s perfect.”

      “Do you want me to carry it into the office before I leave? You can show me where to put it.”

      He lifted it easily, the muscles in his arms bulging intriguingly as she followed him into her office and asked him to place it in front of the big front window. The large room seemed to shrink as he turned to look down at her. Her heart raced as a big hand gently cupped her face.

      He bent down and for a moment she thought he was going to kiss her, but all he did was brush his lips against her cheek, the same way she had kissed his cheek the other day.

      “Until tomorrow, sweetheart.”

      He didn’t even seem to notice the endearment this time. He smiled at her, and then he was gone, leaving her dazed, happy, and more than a little aroused. She could hardly wait for the festival. Or for tomorrow.

      

      Frank smiled the entire time as he climbed back up the hill to his workshop. The sun was beginning to set, and as he emerged from the woods, the low slanting rays edged the broken sails of the windmill in crimson. He shivered, the sight reminding him all too clearly of the night of the fire.

      It had occurred the same night as the Incident, when he stumbled home, barely in control of his new oversized body. He remembered almost wrenching the door off its hinges when he opened it. His mother had looked up and screamed, her cries ringing in his head.

      “Don’t, Ma. It’s me,” he pleaded over and over again.

      “You’re not my son.”

      “Please. Something happened tonight. Not just to me, but to everyone.”

      She didn’t ever seem to hear him. “I don’t care. Get away from me, you monster.”

      “I don’t have anywhere else to go.”

      “I don’t care, Frank. Leave!”

      She’d started throwing things as he stood there in shock. She’d used his name. She knew who he was. But she still didn’t care.

      A snow globe collided with his head, then bounced away, knocking over a candle. He was shaking too hard to notice that it had rolled against the curtains until flames shot up the fabric, surrounding the window with fire.

      “We have to get out of here.”

      “I’m not going anywhere with you.”

      She raised another vase as he stumbled towards her. It smashed against his face and he collided with the couch, splintering it into pieces, but he ignored it. Blood trickled down his face, and she screamed as he picked her up. He prayed he wouldn’t hurt her as he carried her out, kicking and screaming and calling him a monster the entire time. As soon as they were clear, he set her down, then turned back to watch the fire devour the windmill.

      The worst part was that the windmill had been his father’s legacy—the years he’d spent carefully restoring the building going up in flames. Frank had helped him for as long as he could remember, and now it was all gone. He remembered feeling the blood and tears on his cheeks drying in the heat of the fire, but he didn’t look away. He remained there all night, watching the destruction he had caused.

      In the morning his mother had gone, but a surprising amount of the windmill remained. Despite the fury of the flames, the solid old timbers had proven resistant to the fire. It didn’t matter. No one would ever rebuild the windmill now.

      Inga had been the one to find him, to urge him to return home with her. He’d refused. How could he take a chance on another such incident? In the end, she’d sighed and quietly started bringing furniture and other necessities to the workshop. Tom had shown up one day and, without a word, helped him build a partition at the back of the workshop to create his own living space. He’d been there ever since and he’d been, if not exactly content, accustomed. But now there was Victoria and he had the sudden conviction that everything was changing.

      The combination of hope and fear kept him tossing and turning all night, but by the time the sun rose, he was already anxious to see Victoria again.
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      The day of the festival dawned clear and bright. A suppressed sense of excitement hummed through Victoria’s veins as she did her best to concentrate on her work. She hoped to get enough accomplished in the morning to make up for missing another afternoon. And an evening, a hopeful voice whispered.

      She’d spent both of the previous afternoons visiting Frank at his workshop. He’d shown her more about his work, but they’d also talked about anything and everything. He had a quick, intelligent mind and, despite his distrust of scientists, an impressive knowledge of the latest scientific developments. He felt like… a friend, something that had been in short supply throughout her life.

      The friendship was heightened, at least on her part, by an ever increasing attraction. She found herself watching him hungrily, noting the way his muscles flexed and strained—and the way his jeans clung to the impressively large bulge between his legs. For the first time in her life she actually wondered what a man’s cock looked like, and the question created a heavy pulse of desire between her own thighs.

      She was almost positive the attraction was mutual, even though he never said anything. He did become bolder about touching her, although only in the most innocent ways—guiding her hand across an intricate carving or placing a casual hand on her back as he showed her around. The warmth of his hand seemed to linger on her skin.

      But their time together had been limited to afternoons. He always sent her away when the low rays of the afternoon sun began to slant through the forest. She hoped that tonight he wouldn’t send her away.

      Her stomach churned with a combination of excitement and nerves. As much as she was anticipating their time together, she could count the number of actual dates she’d been on on one hand. She’d been in advanced classes throughout her whole academic career, and none of her classmates had been interested in a too smart, too young, and too plain girl. Even after she received her doctorate, she still tended to be both the youngest and the smartest person in the lab—not an ideal dating environment.

      Even the festival itself was intimidating because it was outside her experience. Perhaps she should do some research first to know what to expect. She was just about to open a search window when a brisk knock rattled her front door, making her jump.

      Was Frank here already?

      Instead Inga waited outside, balancing an armful of clothes and a neat makeup case.

      “Since you said you didn’t have a lot of experience with festivals, I thought I’d help you get ready,” the older woman said, brushing past her into the barn. “I brought a few sundresses for you to try on and some makeup.”

      “Dresses?” she asked doubtfully. Her wardrobe consisted of practical coveralls for working, one severe navy suit for formal occasions, and a handful of baggy pajama pants and sweatshirts for the rare occasions when she had a chance to relax.

      “Yes, dresses. It’s a beautiful spring day, and you’ll look lovely in a pretty dress. I’m sure Frank would like to see you in one as well.”

      Inga didn’t wait for a response, walking confidently into Victoria’s living room and placing the various garments she carried along the back of the couch.

      “You didn’t have to go to so much trouble,” Victoria said, although honestly, she was grateful for Inga’s help. Fitting in with normal people had never been her strong suit.

      Inga waved a dismissive hand, her dark eyes gleaming.

      “Nonsense, I want you to have a wonderful time. Now, which of these do you like? I think the white is too pale, but the blue would bring out your eyes or—”

      “The pink one,” she interrupted, reaching out to stroke the silky fabric.

      A long time ago, before she’d realized that clothing made no difference to her academic life, she’d longed for a pink dress.

      “Excellent choice. Why don’t you try it on and then we’ll decide what to do with your hair?”

      She took the proffered sundress and slipped into the bathroom to change, listening to Inga bustle around the living room as she did. Perhaps with Inga’s assistance, this festival wouldn’t be too overwhelming after all. Knowing that she would be dressed appropriately did a lot to settle her nerves. And hopefully, Frank would appreciate it too.

      When she emerged, Inga was laying out hair accessories but she looked up and smiled.

      “You look beautiful, dear.”

      “I’m not sure I’d go that far, but I do like the dress.”

      The way it swished around her legs made her feel pretty and feminine.

      “Good. Now as for your hair, I was thinking some soft curls and a headband might be nice. What do you think?”

      “I’m not sure that’s really my style.”

      Inga laughed.

      “Don’t worry. I won’t do anything you don’t like.”

      They finally decided on two small sparkling butterfly pins to pull her hair back from her face. Inga left the rest of her hair down, using a flat iron to smooth it into long waves. She finished by applying a few strokes of eyeliner and a sheer lip gel as Victoria fidgeted, picking nervously at the hem of her dress.

      “Do you think Frank will like this?” she asked anxiously.

      “Since he’s not blind, yes,” Inga said dryly, then sighed. “These last few years have been hard on him. He deserves a little happiness. I suspect both of you do.”

      “Oh, I’m fine.”

      “Are you?” Those dark eyes studied her face. “Why haven’t you been to a festival before?”

      She started to return her usual evasive answer, then found herself blurting out the truth.

      “I’m an orphan—I was literally found on a church doorstep. Someone recognized early on that I was, well, kind of a prodigy, and got me into a gifted program. After that, I spent most of my time in various schools and summer programs. At the time it seemed perfectly natural, but I missed out on a lot.”

      Inga’s hand tightened briefly on her shoulder.

      “Then it’s time to make up for some of the things you’ve missed. Starting with a spring festival.” Inga tilted her head. “And if I’m not mistaken, that’s your date. I’ll just slip out the back way. Have fun, dear.”

      A knock sounded at the door as Inga gathered up the rest of the things she’d brought, gave her an encouraging smile, and slipped away. Victoria took a slow, steadying breath and went to answer the door.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Seven

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Frank did his best to calm his racing pulse as he waited outside the barn. He knew he was early, but he hadn’t been able to wait any longer. He ran a nervous hand over the stitches circling his wrist. His mismatched flesh always itched when he was anxious.

      When Victoria opened the door, she took his breath away. She wore a pale pink sundress that floated over her slender curves and made her pale skin glow. The rich, dark mass of her hair tumbled down her back in soft waves, framing her delicate features.

      “You look beautiful,” he said softly.

      Her cheeks darkened to the shade of her dress.

      “Thank you. So do you.”

      He wanted to deny it, but her gaze was undeniably admiring. He was suddenly glad he’d called Tom in a panic that morning. The older man had come through, providing snug dark jeans and a crisp blue shirt that was only a little too tight across the shoulders.

      “Are those for me?” she added, looking at the bouquet dangling from his hand.

      He winced with embarrassment as he handed them to her.

      “I wasn’t sure if men still brought flowers, but…” He shrugged. “I wanted to bring you something.”

      “They’re perfect.” She smiled up at him and he wanted to promise to bring her flowers every day, but he forced himself to remain quiet as she opened the door wider. “Come on in. I just need a minute to put these in water.”

      He followed her inside, waiting uncertainly as she disappeared into the small apartment. The lab equipment still made him uncomfortable, but it seemed presumptuous to follow her into her living quarters. I shouldn’t be this nervous. It was just a festival. In public. With all of his neighbors watching them. His pulse started to speed up again.

      When Victoria returned, she took one look at his face and then reached for his hand.

      “We don’t have to do this if you don’t want to.”

      He squeezed her fingers, doing his best to keep his grip gentle.

      “I do want to take you to the festival.  It’s just been a long time.”

      “It’s my first time,” she admitted, and that gave him courage.

      “Then I’m even more honored to escort you.”

      He started to release her hand, but she kept her fingers wrapped around his as they headed for the door. Warmth sizzled through his veins from that contact. Hand in hand they walked down the road and into town.

      The festivities were already in full swing. Flowers adorned every surface, their sweet scent filling the air, and their colors rivaled only by the festive clothing of the attendants. The scent of popcorn and candy apples and funnel cakes rivaled the flowers. Vendors hawked handmade crafts and treats, while children chased each other through the crowd. An old-fashioned carousel spun to the tinny music of a calliope in the center of the town square, its brightly painted horses rising and falling.

      Victoria watched everything with wide-eyed enthusiasm. He worried that she might have difficulty adjusting to the inhabitants of the town, but although he saw her eyes widen even more when a huge orc walked by, his arm around his small blonde mate, or when a wolf shifter howled his enthusiasm, her smile never dimmed.

      “This is wonderful,” she said. “Everyone looks so happy.”

      It was true, he realized. The Incident had changed the town completely, but it had also brought them together. No one seemed lost or unhappy, even those most changed. He was smiling himself—although that had more to do with the woman at his side than his acceptance of his fate. But now wasn’t the time for brooding over that fate.

      Instead he let Victoria lead the way through the crowd, enjoying her infectious delight.

      They strolled through the vendor stalls, examining the display of crafts. She lingered the longest at the book stall, soon deep in her conversation with Angela, the owner of the local bookstore. Alastair, Angela’s gargoyle mate, exchanged a few words with him as they watched the women laugh and talk. They were almost the same age, although they’d never run in the same circles.

      “Victoria is working on phytoremediation techniques,” he found himself saying, and Alastair raised an eyebrow.

      “Really? That’s important work. If she has any issues finding supplies, send her to see me.”

      “Thank you, I will.”

      Why did I do that, he wondered as Alastair went to put a possessive arm around his mate’s waist. Because I want her to be happy, even if it means continuing her experiments.

      A sudden shriek of delight made her look up, and her eyes widened once more. A group of children scrambled across the grass, grabbing Easter eggs from under bushes and behind trees—Easter eggs that were being scattered by an actual Easter bunny.

      “That isn’t a costume, is it?” she whispered as she stared at the big white-furred male, his long ears twitching.

      “I’m afraid not. That’s Ed Jarvis. He’s the town gardener the rest of the year.”

      “Wow. He makes a very impressive bunny.”

      He growled before he could prevent himself, and her eyes flew up to his face.

      ‘But you’re the most impressive one here,” she whispered, snuggling closer to his side.

      He didn’t believe her of course, but her words soothed something inside him. As they continued to wander, watching the crowd, a surprising number of people stopped to speak to them, and each friendly greeting helped him relax a little bit more.

      The shadows finally began to lengthen as the sky turned brilliant shades of rose and purple. They found an empty bench at the edge of the square and ate sausage dogs and drank warm beer as small colored lights started to come on overhead.

      “This has been a wonderful day,” she sighed happily.

      His chest tightened. He wanted to tell her how much he’d enjoyed the day as well, but the words were lodged in his throat. No matter how much he wanted it, there could never be a future for him. How could she trust him not to hurt her when he couldn’t even trust himself?

      She peered up at him through her lashes, a shy smile curving her lips. “Thank you for bringing me here today.”

      Her smile faded when he still couldn’t speak, uncertainty flickering in her eyes. His silence had gone on too long. He had to say something before—

      A sharp crackle and pop interrupted his swirling thoughts. The first firework shrieked into the air, blossoming overhead in a flash of orange and gold. They both startled, their gazes swinging upward. Fireworks began to burst across the darkening sky, casting colorful light over the festival

      She gasped with delight. “Oh, how beautiful!”

      His breath caught, his heart pounding. The familiar panic rose, threatening to choke him. He struggled to remain still, to act normal, but he couldn’t stop the tremors working through his limbs.

      Not now. Please, not now.

      He risked a glance at her, hoping she hadn’t noticed his distress, but her brows were drawn together in concern. “Are you all right?”

      The fireworks continued to boom and spark overhead, the bright colors and the acrid smell of smoke taking him back to the night of the fire. He shuddered, old memories and fears battering at the walls of his control. He had to get away before—

      “I have to go,” he blurted out.

      “What? Why?”

      The fireworks didn’t stop, each burst of light and sound fraying his control further.

      “I can’t do this,” he said through gritted teeth. “I have to get out of here.”

      Without waiting for a response, he turned and ran.
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      Victoria stared after Frank as he disappeared into the crowd. What on earth had just happened? One moment they were watching the fireworks together, the next he was panicking and running away.

      Worried, she tried to go after him but he was already out of sight. How could such a big man disappear so quickly?

      Exclamations of delight continued to fill the air around her—children shrieking with excitement while adults oohed and aahed—but the festival had lost its pleasure for her. Where could he be? Another firework exploded overhead, painting everyone’s face with red light, and the fiery glow reminded her of the burnt-out windmill. Had he been there when it burned? Had the fireworks triggered that memory?

      She scanned the crowd again, but there was no sign of him. Uneasily convinced that she knew where he might have gone, she took one more look around, then set off back to the barn. She was practically running by the time she reached it, but she didn’t hesitate, swerving around the building and heading straight for the trail up the hill.

      When she reached the top, the old windmill was etched against the night sky like an ancient skeleton, the charred wood reaching upwards as if pleading for help. She started towards it, but she spotted Frank before she was even halfway across the clearing and her breath caught in her throat.

      He was hunched over on a boulder at one side of the clearing, his hands braced on his knees, his shoulders shaking. She froze in place, afraid to startle him, afraid he would run again. He looked so alone and sad that her chest ached.

      She took a slow, careful step forward. “Frank?”

      His head snapped up, eyes glowing in the darkness. For a moment she was sure he would snarl at her to leave him alone. But after a few heartbeats, his shoulders slumped in defeat and he turned his gaze back to the ruins of the windmill.

      Keeping her steps slow and deliberate, she walked quietly over to stand next to him, close enough that her hip brushed against his massive arm. She didn’t speak, hoping that her presence would comfort him.

      “I didn’t mean to run off like that,” he said eventually, his voice harsh. “It’s just—the noise, the lights, the smell—it’s too much.”

      She’d been right, the fireworks had triggered his memories. Her heart ached for him, and she extended her hand, not quite touching him.

      “It’s all right,” she said softly. “I’m here. You’re safe.”

      At her words, Frank’s eyes fluttered open. He stared at her for a long moment, then leaned into her touch with a shuddering sigh. To her surprise, she felt his arms creep around her waist, clutching at her like a lifeline. She pulled him closer, a surge of protectiveness and affection sweeping through her.

      The fireworks show ended with a massive, deafening boom, loud enough that even at this distance Frank flinched. In the sudden silence that followed, Victoria stroked his hair and waited for his rapid breathing to slow.

      After a long moment, he pulled back enough to look up at her.

      “I’m sorry I ruined our night,” he said hoarsely.

      “You didn’t ruin anything.” She ran a gentle finger down the scar on his face. “I had a wonderful time with you—and I’m not going anywhere yet.”

      His face softened, and then he lifted her onto his lap with one easy movement. She squeaked in surprise, then instinctively curled into the warmth and strength of his body. They sat in silence for a few minutes, both staring at the ruins of the windmill.

      “The fire was my fault,” he said eventually. “Because of me, all the effort my father put into saving the mill, into making it our home, went up in smoke.”

      “I’m sure it was an accident.” she said soothingly.

      “How can you be so sure?”

      “Because if you’d done it on purpose, you wouldn’t still be torturing yourself about it.”

      His mouth twisted in a reluctant smile.

      “I suppose not.”

      He gathered her closer, running his hand down her leg in long, soothing strokes. Or at least she thought he intended them to be comforting. Instead the rough warmth of his big hand was arousing feelings that had nothing at all to do with sympathy.

      She squirmed a little, trying to relieve the building tension between her legs, but when she did, she felt the thick ridge of his erection flex against her thigh. Apparently she wasn’t the only one who enjoyed the contact between their bodies.

      His body tensed as he looked down at her, and then his mouth descended over hers with desperate urgency. She melted into the kiss, returning it with equal passion as he swung her around so that her legs circled his waist and her breasts pressed deliciously against his rock hard chest. His hands clenched on her ass, pulling her even tighter against him, his massive shaft wedged between their bodies.

      He finally raised his head, his face tormented in the moonlight.

      “I know it’s impossible, but I want you so badly.”

      “I want you too,” she whispered, surprising herself.

      She’d tried sex once, curious what all the fuss was about, but it hadn’t been a success. Admittedly her choice of partner might not have been ideal, but he’d been available and willing. A little too willing as it turned out. She wasn’t sure if he’d even entered her before covering her with an unpleasant quantity of sticky liquid. When she’d asked him if that was all, he’d turned red and run away. After that experience, she’d decided that sex wasn’t for her and happily turned her attention to more interesting things, like her experiments.

      But now… Now her body throbbed with an unfamiliar ache and she wanted more than just kisses. Much, much more.

      “Why do you think it’s impossible?” she asked.

      “You’re so much smaller than I am.”

      He had a point. She tried to wrap an experimental hand around his cock, but her fingers wouldn’t close around him.

      “You are very large,” she agreed as he groaned. “Were you always this big?”

      A shadow crossed his face.

      “No. Everything about me changed, including that.”

      Determined to erase the shadow, she squeezed his cock again, sliding her hand up from the broad base to the almost equally wide head. Satisfaction filled her when the darkness was replaced by hunger, along with a surprising increase in her own arousal. She hadn’t realized that touching him would be so exciting. How much better would it be to touch his bare flesh?

      “Can I see you?” she whispered.

      The hesitation on his face made her heart ache, but she waited patiently and he eventually nodded. Her fingers trembled as she reached for the top button of his shirt, carefully releasing it. Another button followed, and another, until the sides of the shirt parted to reveal that huge, muscled chest. She ran a careful finger down the thick scar bisecting it, realizing for the first time that the skin on either side of the scar was not quite the same color.

      “Do the stitches hurt?”

      “Not really. They itch occasionally.”

      She repeated the movement, noticing that the stitches didn’t feel exactly like thread.

      “Can… can they be removed?”

      “No.” The word rang out harshly in the night air before he gave her an apologetic glance. “I tried several times. The wound starts to bleed and then it just… closes back up again. I’m sorry.”

      “Why are you apologizing?”

      “I know they’re ugly.”

      “I don’t find them ugly—they’re simply a part of you.”

      He scoffed, clearly not believing her, and she pointed at the ruined windmill.

      “The windmill is scarred too, but it’s still beautiful in its own way.”

      “I just see it as a ruin. A reminder of what I’m capable of doing.”

      “There’s more than one way to look at anything.”

      Before he could argue, she leaned forward and kissed him again, delighting in his tongue dancing with hers and the scent of wood and leather surrounding her. Without breaking the kiss, she slipped the shirt down over his shoulders, his skin warm and smooth between the scars. His muscles flexed beneath her hands, and she realized he was holding himself perfectly still.

      She raised her head and smiled at him.

      “It’s all right if you move, you know.”

      “I’m afraid.”

      “Afraid?”

      “Afraid of losing control. Of hurting you.”

      “You won’t hurt me,” she said confidently, then sat back a little, letting him watch as she slipped her dress down over her shoulders. Her hands threatened to shake, but she kept going, lowering the dress to her waist, leaving her breasts bare and vulnerable in the moonlight.

      “You’re not wearing a bra,” he said hoarsely.

      She shrugged, the movement making her breasts quiver, and the hunger in his eyes increased.

      “I’m barely an A cup. There never seemed to be much point.”

      His hand lifted slowly, tentatively, barely skimming her flesh. Impatient, she leaned towards him, and they both gasped as his big, warm hand closed over the small mound. Arousal dripped through her veins like warm honey as she swayed against him.

      “Your skin is so soft.”

      “And your hands are rough. Perfect,” she added hastily, putting her hand over his to keep him there as he started to withdraw. “I never knew it would feel so good.”

      He muttered a strangled agreement, his hand flexing against her skin, and she smiled.

      “Should we see what else feels good?”
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      I shouldn’t, Frank thought, but nothing could have stopped him from agreeing to whatever Victoria wanted. How could he when she was warm and willing in his arms, a perfect little breast quivering beneath his hand, and an unexpectedly large nipple a tantalizing promise against his palm.

      “Let’s try a little more pressure,” she urged.

      The small hand on top of his moved, urging him to tighten his grip. He obeyed and her eyes went heavy with pleasure.

      “Oh, yes. That is—are you enjoying it too?”

      “Yes.”

      The word came out in a strangled gasp, but she must have heard his sincerity because she smiled.

      “Then let’s try a little more.”

      Once again she urged him to tighten his grip, then gasped when he did. He almost panicked but she refused to release him.

      “It appears I enjoy a firmer touch. Your hands are perfect for that.” She looked down. “And I like seeing them on me. I didn’t realize that the visual element was such an important aspect.”

      She liked seeing his hands on her? His head spun as she leaned even further into his grip and he realized to his horror that he was on the verge of climax.

      “I… I should go.”

      “Oh no. I want you to experiment with my nipples next.”

      The image was too much. He ejaculated with sudden shocking intensity as her eyes widened. He expected her to look disgusted, even appalled, but she smiled instead, a slow, satisfied smile.

      “It seems as if you’re finding this as exciting as I am. How long before… Oh!” Her smile grew as she found his still erect cock. “You’re still hard. Excellent.”

      He choked out a laugh, then shook his head.

      “We should stop.”

      “Is that really what you want?”

      Before he could answer, she reached down and freed his erection. It sprang up between them as thick and hard as ever and still gleaming from his embarrassingly fast climax. She didn’t seem to mind, studying him approvingly before tilting her head.

      “You have stitches here as well? Why?”

      He’d never been able to figure that out either, but two lines of stitching ran up both sides of his cock. She traced them with her finger and he suddenly realized that they were extraordinarily sensitive. His erections had been few and far between over the years, and he’d certainly never touched himself when one occurred, refusing to accept any pleasure from his transformed body. But now… He clenched his teeth against another wave of desire.

      “That doesn’t hurt, does it?” she asked anxiously.

      “God, no.”

      A thoughtful look crossed her face.

      “I bet they’ll feel wonderful inside me, like those fancy condoms.”

      “Sweetheart, you’re killing me,” he groaned. “You’re too small. We can’t…”

      “The first foster mother I remember, the one who realized I had a talent for science, had a saying: where there’s a will, there’s a way. She was the one who managed to get me into the first gifted program, even when everyone said it was impossible.”

      He couldn’t help laughing, although his cock throbbed with frustrated desire.

      “I don’t think this is quite the same thing.”

      “We’ll see.”

      She slipped off his lap before he could object, but only long enough to let her dress fall to her feet. Then she returned to him, gloriously, deliciously naked.

      “You are so beautiful,” he whispered, and even in the moonlight he could see her blush.

      “Then touch me again.”

      Despite her confident tone, the color in her cheeks deepened.

      “Are you sure?”

      She wiggled impatiently.

      “I’m sure. Why don’t you touch my nipples?”

      How could he resist? He brushed his thumbs across them as they stiffened, swelling at his touch.

      “More,” she said breathlessly, and he rolled them gently between his thumb and finger. Her hands closed over his again, urging him to a firmer grip than he would ever have dared, but the sweet scent of her arousal only increased.

      “Let’s try something else,” he suggested as his concern began to ease.

      “What did you have in—” Her fingers tangled in his hair as he closed his mouth around a rosy peak and sucked. “Oh, yes. More.”

      He sucked again, harder this time, and let his teeth scrape against the taut flesh. She cried out, and he almost panicked, but then he realized her entire body was quivering. When he raised his head, she looked so astonished that he almost laughed.

      “You made me climax. Just like that.”

      “I’m glad you enjoyed it,” he said solemnly.

      “It was amazing. But I bet it would be even more amazing if you were inside me.”

      His cock jerked an enthusiastic assent, but his previous doubts reappeared.

      “Sweetheart…”

      “Couldn’t we just try it? Maybe just the tip?”

      How could he refuse the pleading look in those big blue eyes?

      “Promise me you’ll let me know if it’s even a little bit uncomfortable,” he demanded.

      “Of course.”

      Praying that he could retain control, he lifted her higher into his arms, then gently lowered her so that the eager tip of his cock rested against her impossibly small entrance. He let her rock back and forth, coating him with evidence of her desire, but wouldn’t lower her any further until she dug sharp, impatient little fingernails into his shoulders.

      He thrust gently against the small opening, but her body resisted. She tried to push down, but he kept her locked in place, his cock simply notched against her.

      “You see? You’re too small.”

      He expected her to argue. Instead, she leaned forward and nipped sharply at his lower lip. The shock made him loosen his grip for a fraction of a second and gravity did the rest. Her body flowered open around him, surrounding the head of his cock in the tightest, wettest, hottest grip imaginable. Fuck! His whole body shook, desperate to move, desperate to plunge deeper into that silken fist.

      He was so intent on controlling himself that it took a moment to realize that she was panting, her eyes wide as the breath rushed past her pretty lips.

      “Sweetheart?”

      “I’m… fine. Just… a lot.”

      “Perhaps we should stop here.”

      Her fingers immediately dug into his shoulders again.

      “No. Just give me… a minute.”

      He obeyed, remaining perfectly still until it occurred to him to adjust his grip so that he could sweep his thumb over her clit. The small nub was completely exposed, throbbing against his touch, and she shuddered as a fresh rush of arousal coated the tip of his cock.

      “Oh, that’s nice.”

      “Just nice?” he growled, repeating the gesture.

      “Wonderful, perfect, amazing. Oh!”

      Her eyes widened as a second climax swept over her, her channel milking his cock in tight little pulses that brought him to the brink of his own climax.

      “I was right. That was even better,” she said triumphantly once she caught her breath. “Let’s try a little more.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “More,” she said firmly.

      Despite his doubts, her climax helped ease the way, her sweet little cunt softer and wetter as he sank in another inch. She gasped again.

      “Too much?”

      “No, it’s your stitches. They’re rubbing against me in the most amazing way.”

      He could feel them too, tugging against his skin in an erotic massage. She tried to bounce a little and he let her move, dropping a little further down over him before another wave of convulsions swept over her, her channel squeezing him so tightly he could barely move, and his control shattered. He cried out, slamming her down over his cock in one hard thrust as his climax tore through him, wringing every ounce of seed from his body before his muscles went limp, leaving him dazed and spent.

      Everything surrounding him felt distant and far away, but he was aware of Victoria’s arms around his neck, her fingers running soothingly through his hair, as she hummed softly. He snapped back to reality with a guilty start, tilting her head back to study her face.

      “Did I hurt you?” he asked anxiously. “I lost control at the end.”

      “Not at all.” She smiled up at him, her eyes shining. “That was… amazing. You were amazing.”

      “Thank god. Are you sure?”

      “Of course, I’m sure. Although I’m afraid I lost track of how many times I climaxed,” she added, frowning.

      He couldn’t help laughing, the movement sending a jolt of pleasure through their still joined bodies.

      “Does that matter?”

      “I suppose not. I’m just used to tracking data.”

      He laughed again, filled with satisfaction.

      “Then we’ll just have to make sure you have plenty of opportunities to gather more.”

      “I like that plan.” She looked down, her cheeks coloring again. “Will you… will you spend the night with me?”

      “Of course, sweetheart.”

      He reluctantly separated their bodies, then wrapped his shirt around her before gathering up their remaining clothes and lifting her into his arms.

      “You don’t have to carry me. I can walk.”

      “I enjoy carrying you.”

      “Well, in that case, carry on.”

      She gave a regal little wave and he laughed, happier than he could ever remember being. And when, after he’d carried her to bed, she insisted on turning on the lights so she could see and kiss every one of his scars, he decided that everything that had happened to him was worth it—because it had brought him to her.
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      Victoria’s eyes drifted open as a bird twittered outside her window, and then she smiled happily. Last night had been absolutely incredible. She’d never realized that a mere physical activity could be so exciting. She stretched lazily, noticing the slight, lingering ache between her thighs and the pleasant throb from unused muscles. Frank’s arm tightened around her waist as soon as she moved, even though his breathing remained deep and even.

      She’d never slept with anyone before, but she thought she could easily get used to having his big body wrapped around hers. Not that she had a lot of choice about their position. The bed that had seemed so large when she was sleeping by herself felt a whole lot smaller with his huge body occupying most of it.

      I think I’m going to need a bigger bed, she thought and had to suppress a laugh. Frank finally stirred behind her, yawning and pulling her even closer, the rigid length of his erection nestling against her ass.

      “Morning, sweetheart.”

      His deep voice against her ear sent a shiver of remembered excitement down her spine.

      “Good morning.” She wiggled around to face him, her still sensitive nipples pressing deliciously against his hard chest, and grinned.  “I was just thinking we might need a bigger bed.”

      He returned her smile, his face softer than she’d ever seen it.

      “Oh? And why is that?”

      “This bed is pretty tight quarters for both of us. Not that I really mind.”

      “Mmm. Very tight,” he agreed, his hands closing over her hips, gripping them as he had the night before. “Perfectly tight.”

      She knew she was blushing, but her clit pulsed with excitement and she arched against him. The hunger in his gaze intensified. He suddenly rolled to his back, lifting her over him as he did so that she straddled his body, his thick cock wedged perfectly against her needy flesh. She gasped, instinctively trying to rock against him.

      “I’m just trying to give you a little more room,” he said innocently. “Would you prefer sleeping like this?”

      “I’m not sure I’d get much sleep.” She rocked again and her lower lips parted around that thick shaft, bringing it into even closer contact with her swollen clit. “But it might be worth it.”

      “Indeed. Let me see you,” he urged, gently lifting her into a sitting position.

      His eyes immediately fastened on her breasts, and she had to fight back the urge to cover them, conscious that the morning light made it obvious how much she lacked in that department. Would he be disappointed? But the heat in his eyes only increased as his big hands came up to cover them, his thumbs stroking her nipples and sending little sparks of excitement straight to her clit.

      “Beautiful,” he murmured.

      Embarrassed but delighted at his obvious approval, she bent down and kissed him. The movement dragged the wide head of his cock over her clit and they both groaned.

      “I definitely think your suggestion requires more testing,” she said breathlessly as he began sliding her back and forth over his rigid length.

      “Absolutely. All good theories—”

      A sharp knock from below made them both freeze, and her heart started to pound. Why would anyone be visiting her at this hour of the morning?

      “Ignore it,” he said, resuming his movements, but the knock came again, more insistent this time.

      She sighed and reluctantly climbed off of him. He gave a muffled protest, but she ignored it as she wrapped herself in her old blue flannel robe and headed for the stairs.

      “Don’t worry. I’ll be right back.”

      When she opened the door, she found her former assistant standing outside, clutching a stack of papers. Her stomach knotted with unease. Was there something wrong with her research?

      “What are you doing here, Edward?”

      “I have excellent news.” He gave her a hopeful smile as he held up the papers. “There was an unexpected change on the board and the new members are far more reasonable. I’ve secured our old lab space again. All of the funding and equipment is back in place. We can pick up right where we left off.”

      Go back to her old lab? To more advanced equipment and more resources, but also to a cramped, lonely apartment, to fluorescent lights and no sunshine—and to a life without Frank.

      A month ago she would have jumped at the chance, but now she frowned, crossing her arms over her chest.

      “Return to the lab? I’m not sure that’s what I want to do. I’ve been making good progress here—a little slower perhaps, but I’m satisfied with the results.”

      “Are you sure?” Edward asked anxiously. “You’re not worried about the, err, other inhabitants of Screaming Woods?”

      As if to emphasize his words, a distant howl echoed from somewhere in the woods. A smile curved her lips before she could prevent it.

      “Not at all. I’m really enjoying life here.”

      From the relief on his face, she suspected he’d been more worried about sending her here than he’d let on.

      “I’m glad. But I have to remind you that it may be difficult to find a position in another major research lab if you turn this one down.”

      He was right, but it no longer seemed important. As long as she could carry on with her work, she didn’t care about academic recognition. She smiled at him.

      “I know, but I don’t mind. I’m happy here. Really happy.”

      The last trace of doubt finally vanished from Edward’s face.

      “That’s wonderful. I know this town isn’t for everyone.” He gave her a small smile. “It wasn’t for me and I was born here, but I’m delighted it’s worked out for you.”

      “Thank you, Edward. And thank you for getting the project restored. You know,” she added. “Maybe it’s time for you to run your own lab.”

      “Me?”

      He jumped, then clutching at the papers he was carrying as they started to slip free.

      “Why not? If you want your career to progress, you’re going to have to assume a leadership position sooner or later. This could be the perfect opportunity. Maybe we could even continue to work together, but remotely this time.”

      “I’m not sure I’m ready.”

      “I think you are. Promise me you’ll at least consider the idea.”

      “I will,” he said, looking dazed.

      He politely wished her goodbye, then turned to leave and promptly ran into one of the porch posts. Blushing, he assured her he was fine and hurried away. She watched him leave, smiling. As she started to close the door, a sheet of paper he must have dropped blew into the barn and her eyes snagged on the corporate logo. For a moment she felt a pang of regret, but it disappeared almost as quickly as it came. She was quite certain she’d made the right choice.

      Smiling again, she climbed back up to the bedroom loft, her body already humming at the thought of continuing their previous activities. But when she reached the loft, the bed was empty. Frank was no longer sprawled across the mattress. Where had he gone?

      She hurried back downstairs, thinking she might have missed him, but he wasn’t there either. She did a quick check of the lab, but there was no sign of him. As she stood there, trying not to panic, a cool breeze brushed against her cheek. Her heart pounding, she traced the source of the breeze and realized that the back door to the barn was open. Not only open, but ripped half off its hinges.

      Frank must have done it when he left, but why? Why would he leave without a word?

      All she knew was that he’d left her behind and she was alone again.
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      Frank bit back a protest as Victoria climbed out of bed. It would have been easy to keep her with him—too easy—but if she’d rather answer the damned door than remain in his arms… His half-amused annoyance disappeared as she bent to pick up her robe and he saw the faint red marks covering her delicious ass—marks that matched the size and shape of his fingers.

      He’d held her so tightly that he’d damaged her pale skin? And now that he thought about it, he realized that her nipples had also been red and swollen. Had it been from desire as he assumed—or from his overzealous attentions the previous night? Before he could ask, she disappeared down the stairs.

      Guilt immediately swamped him and he stumbled out of bed, wincing as he tripped against the nightstand and heard an ominous crack. He yanked on his clothes, the shoulder seam ripping as he thrust his arms into the shirt, and hurried after her.

      A male voice he didn’t recognize drifted through the open door.

      “…I’ve secured our old lab space again…”

      Whatever followed vanished behind the roaring in his ears. She was leaving him? His fists clenched as he fought back the urge to destroy whoever had come to take her away from him. But how could he stop her? He knew how important her work was to her. And how could he blame her for leaving him when he couldn’t even prevent himself from damaging her delicate skin?

      A howl of anguish trembled on his lips, but he forced himself out of the barn and into the woods before he let it escape. The tortured sound echoed through the woods as he ran, plowing blindly through the undergrowth until he finally stumbled to a halt, gasping for breath. His shirt and pants were ripped and torn, and thin trails of blood peppered his skin. His path was clear—a line of destruction through the forest, brushes and even small trees trampled beneath his feet.

      That’s all I’m good for. Destruction.

      He was tempted to keep running, but he could never run far enough to escape himself. And maybe, just maybe, if he promised Victoria he would be more careful, if he begged for her forgiveness and told her how much he needed her, maybe she would let him visit her occasionally. The thought of traveling to a city of full humans made him shudder, but if it was the only way to see her, he wouldn’t hesitate.

      Carefully nursing that small flame of hope, he made his way back to his workshop. Looking like a wild animal wouldn’t help him convince her that he could behave in a civilized fashion. He needed to change clothes and clean up first.

      A strange car was parked next to the workshop—an expensive silver Mercedes—and he sighed. The last thing he wanted to do right now was deal with a new client. Reminding himself to be polite, he approached the elaborately made up blonde inside his workshop. She was studying one of his tables with a faint, disapproving sneer, and she gave him a horrified look when she turned to greet him. He shifted uncomfortably, aware of how he must look.

      “I’m not open today,” he said as calmly as possible. “But if you’d care to leave your information, I can have my business manager—”

      “Business manager? Is that the title you gave that wretched woman?”

      The contemptuous voice and mocking laugh finally helped him identify his visitor. Nothing else about the polished woman in front of him resembled the mother he remembered.

      “Ma?”

      She shuddered dramatically.

      “I told you not to call me that. Barbara will do.”

      He fought back the urge to growl.

      “What the hell are you doing here after all this time?” he asked through clenched teeth.

      “This ridiculous little town is actually becoming popular so I thought this was as good a time as any. I’ve decided to sell this place.”

      If the ground had rocked beneath him before, it positively shuddered now.

      “But this is my home.”

      She shrugged a casual shoulder.

      “I’m sure you can find a new one. I’m even prepared to give you… ten percent of the proceeds as long as you don’t make any fuss about signing the papers.”

      “Don’t pay any attention to her, Frank. She has no authority to sell your land,” Victoria said coolly from behind him.

      He spun around so fast that he knocked over one of his tables. His mother sighed, but he paid no attention, his gaze fixed on Victoria’s face. She was wearing her usual coveralls, her hair still wild and uncombed, and she looked flushed and breathless—and beautiful. He saw the concern in her eyes as she glanced at him, but she turned to concentrate on his mother instead.

      “I don’t know who you are,” his mother said, casting a disparaging look at Victoria’s outfit. “But I assure you that this is my land to sell.”

      “No, it’s not. Inga told me that Frank’s father left the land and everything on it in trust for him until he was twenty-one. Since he is well past that age, it belongs to him.”

      “She was always an interfering bitch.” For the first time his mother’s composure faltered, rage flashing across her face before she assumed a pious expression. “I’m really only thinking of you, Frank. It can’t possibly be good for you to hide away here with no friends and family and only that terrible ruin to remind you of what you did.”

      He stared back outside at the windmill, the structure still standing after all this time, and thought of Victoria’s words, of what it represented.

      “I didn’t cause the fire,” he said for the first time. “You did. You were the one throwing things.”

      “That was hardly my fault. You were the one who startled me with this terrible change. What did you expect me to do?”

      Help me? Reassure me that you still loved me?

      “A little compassion would have been nice, but I suppose I should have known better. You never showed me any before then,” he said through gritted teeth, but she waved away his words.

      “That’s all in the past now anyway, and don’t you see? I have a developer who’s willing to pay five million dollars for the land. With your share you could leave here, maybe even find someone who could help you cover up your… deformities.”

      She flashed another quick, horrified glance in his direction. For the first time he realized she hadn’t looked at him directly since he’d arrived, but her opinion no longer mattered to him. Neither did his appearance for that matter. However, the money would offer other opportunities—including the chance to build Victoria the lab she deserved. He would happily give up his land if it meant she would stay with him.
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      Before Frank could respond, Victoria came to his side, her fingers curling reassuringly around his as she glared at his mother.

      “He’s not deformed, and he has nothing to cover up. And he doesn’t want to leave, any more than I do.”

      He gave her a startled look. “You don’t?”

      “Of course not.” Tears sparkled in her beautiful eyes. “I finally realized you must have heard the first part of what Edward said. That’s why I came to find you.”

      Relief rushed over him so quickly that he felt dizzy. He started to pull her into his arms, but his mother huffed impatiently.

      “I have no idea why either of you would want to remain in this wretched little town, but fine. With your share you can buy a new home here. I’ll even up your share to twenty-five percent.”

      “You can’t offer him a percentage of what isn’t yours to sell,” Victoria said coldly.

      “It is mine,” his mother snapped. “And I deserve it after everything I’ve been through.”

      “What you have been through?” Victoria gave her an appalled look. “Did you ever, for one second, think about what your son was going through after you ran off and left him?”

      “I…”

      He could see the excuses rising to his mother’s lips, but he’d had enough. As long as Victoria was happy here, everything else was irrelevant.

      “I’m not selling. Not now. Not ever. This is my home—the home my father built—and I’m not leaving. My memories are here, good and bad, and I won’t give them up for any price.”

      “You ungrateful little bastard!” His mother’s polished veneer disappeared in a snarl of rage. “After everything I’ve done for you, this is how you repay me? By throwing away a fortune on a charred pile of junk?”

      “This place is worth more to me than any amount of money,” he said calmly. “I’m not selling.”

      “Then you’ll die here, alone and miserable, and it will serve you right!” She pointed a bony finger at him. “Don’t come crawling to me when those memories are all you have left.”

      “I wouldn’t come crawling to you if I were dying of thirst in a desert and you were the only source of water. Now leave.”

      With a wordless shriek of rage, his mother spun on her spiked heel and stormed out, the expensive car sending a cloud of dust into the air as she roared away. A deep silence fell, broken only by the faint twitter of birdsong, and Victoria gave him a worried look.

      “Are you all right?”

      “Me? Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “Well, she is your mother. Although a mother like that is enough to make me glad I’m an orphan,” she muttered.

      “I’m fine. I stopped worrying about her a long time ago. But in a way I’m glad she came back.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes. It finally made me accept that the fire wasn’t my fault.”

      The knowledge settled over him like a warm blanket, but he had more important concerns right now. He put a careful arm around her waist and drew her closer.

      “Did you mean what you said? About staying here? Because if you did, I promise I’ll be more careful.”

      “Of course I meant it, but what do you mean by more careful? I know you only ripped the door off its hinges because you were upset.”

      He winced.

      “I did? I’ll fix it right away. But I didn’t mean the door. I meant I’ll be more careful with you.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      His throat threatened to close, but he forced himself to speak.

      “I damaged you. Left marks on your skin.”

      “You did? Where?”

      Before he could respond, she unfastened her coverall and let it slip to the ground, leaving her completely, gloriously naked. All of the blood in his body rushed to his cock so quickly that he swayed. She didn’t seem to notice, frowning down at herself.

      “I don’t see anything.”

      “Handprints, on your ass,” he managed, his voice strangled.

      She twisted around to look down over her shoulder, then gave him a slow, seductive smile.

      “I remember that. I liked it. A lot.”

      “I didn’t hurt you?”

      “Not at all.” She grabbed his hand and placed it over the soft curve of her right buttock. “You see? Perfectly fine.”

      He tightened his hand a fraction and her eyes went heavy with pleasure.

      “Mmm, even better.”

      “And your breasts? They aren’t sore and swollen?”

      She followed his gaze down to a prominent, rosy peak, then gave it an experimental tug. The sheer eroticism of her hand on her breast made his cock jerk so hard it threatened to tear through his pants.

      “I suppose it’s a little sensitive. In a very good way,” she added hastily when he tensed. “Didn’t we already establish the fact that I like a harder grip?”

      She tightened her fingers around her nipple and gave a breathless gasp. He could stand it no longer.

      “Then allow me.”

      He picked her up, lifting her high enough to fasten his mouth over the impudent peak. She buried her fingers in his hair and urged him on as he drew it deep into his mouth. Still sucking on the tempting nub, he reached down and ripped his pants off as he carried her into his room.

      When he finally let her go long enough to place her on his bed, she smiled up at him, then bit her lip as her eyes traveled over him.

      “It looks like you’re the one who’s damaged. Shouldn’t we take care of your injuries first?”

      “They’re only scratches. I have far more important things to worry about.”

      Her eyes sparkled as she gave him an innocent look.

      “Really? Like what?”

      “This is an even smaller bed,” he said thoughtfully. “I’m not sure there’s even room for two people. But don’t worry. I have a plan.”

      Before she could ask, he went to his knees next to the bed and pulled her towards him, placing her legs over his shoulders so she was completely exposed to him. Her delicate folds were also slightly red and swollen but they glistened in the soft morning light, and when he dragged his tongue the length of her slit, her moan was indisputably one of pleasure.

      “You’re so small,” he murmured against the sensitive flesh. “I can’t believe that we fit together so well.”

      “Maybe you should test that hypothesis again,” she said breathlessly. “Just to make sure.”

      “Certainty is important,” he agreed, flicking his tongue lightly across her clit.

      Her body quivered, her hands tightening in his hair with a delightful sting.

      “Less talk, more proof.”

      He laughed and closed his mouth over the swollen nub, lashing it with his tongue as he drew it deeper into his mouth, and sending her into a fast, intense climax. Her body was still shaking when he sat back on his heels and pulled her down into his arms, the tiny entrance to her body just kissing the head of his cock.

      “I have a question for you,” he said solemnly.

      “Now?”

      She tried to push down, to take him inside but he gritted his teeth and held her in place.

      “Will you go out with me tonight, Victoria Stein?”

      “Of course.”

      “And tomorrow night?”

      Her urgent attempts to move ceased as she raised her head to look at him.

      “Yes, Frank.”

      “And every other night?”

      It was too soon to say more, but from the warmth and promise in her eyes, she understood exactly what he meant.

      “Every night,” she agreed as she leaned forward to kiss him.

      Relief shuddered through him, and as their mouths touched, he buried himself deep inside her. She cried out his name, and his seed erupted in an endless torrent as her tight little channel clenched around him.

      As they clung together, bodies shaking, he raised his eyes to the window and the windmill silhouetted against the sky, damaged but not destroyed, an ever present symbol of his past. But his future was here, with the woman in his arms. He gathered her closer and smiled, finally at peace with who he had become.
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      One month later…

      

      Sunlight peeked through the curtains, warming Victoria’s face as she woke. As usual, Frank’s arm was draped over her waist, keeping her tucked against his body—and preventing her from falling out of bed. Somehow he still hadn’t gotten around to that bigger bed he’d promised her, but she didn’t mind.

      His breath tickled the back of her neck, and she snuggled deeper into his embrace, relishing the solid warmth of his body against hers. She tried to go back to sleep, but she was too excited. They’d both been working really hard for the past few weeks, and they’d agreed to take today off and spend it with each other.

      He’d also promised her a surprise, and she couldn’t wait to find out what he had in mind. He delighted in surprising her, and after a lifetime of predictability she relished every one.

      She rolled over to face him, tracing the lines of his sleeping face with a featherlight touch—the long straight nose, the line of stitches that would forever mark his face, the unexpectedly sensual lines of his mouth. His mouth twitched, and then his eyes opened, glowing with warmth and love as they met hers.

      “Morning,” he murmured, his voice rough with sleep. He pulled her even closer, his lips finding hers in a sweet, unhurried kiss.

      But despite the sweetness of his kiss, she could feel the massive ridge of his erection pressing against her stomach and an answering surge of desire flooded her body. She wiggled against him, and he lifted his head and smiled at her.

      “Did you have something in mind, sweetheart?”

      “Maybe.”

      He cupped her breast, lightly teasing the taut peak.

      “Now? Or after your surprise?”

      “That’s a tough decision.” She arched into his hand as he tugged harder at her nipple. “Why not both?”

      “An excellent idea,” he agreed, and then his mouth was back over hers, demanding this time, and she abandoned herself to the pleasures of a too large mate in a too small bed.

      A considerable time later, he smiled down at her again.

      “And now for your surprise.”

      “Yes, please.”

      He laughed, kissed her, and lifted her out of bed in one smooth movement.

      “Then you’d better get dressed.”

      “You mean it’s a public surprise?” she teased, loving the hunger in his eyes as he watched her.

      “Not really, but we do have to leave the barn. Now get dressed before I’m tempted to put off your surprise for another hour or so.”

      “You’re insatiable.”

      “I know. I don’t think I’ll ever stop wanting you.”

      “Good.” His eyes heated, but she skipped away before he could reach for her. “But later.”

      “Then get dressed, woman.”

      She laughed and went to get ready. After she was dressed, she found him downstairs in the lab. It no longer bothered him, even though Alastair Bennington had taken an interest in her work and provided her with several new pieces of equipment.

      “These grasses are doing well,” he said.

      “They’re the most promising so far. I’m sending some samples to Edward next week to see if he can repeat the results.”

      Her former assistant was now running her old lab, and they’d established an excellent working relationship.

      “That’s great—but no more work today.”

      “All right.”

      He picked up a basket, then took her hand and led her out the back door and up the trail leading to his workshop.

      “That means no work for you either,” she said with mock severity as they climbed, even though she had no real objection if he needed to work on one of his pieces. She loved his workshop, loved the smell of wood and stain, loved watching his hands moving over the wood with the same exquisite care with which they moved over her body, and she’d been too busy to visit him here for the past few weeks.

      They emerged into the clearing and her heart skipped a beat. The ruined windmill was no longer ruined. Fresh siding had replaced the charred wood, and the sails had been cleaned and repaired, ready for new canvas.

      “You restored it?” she whispered.

      “Not entirely, but it’s off to a good start. What do you think?”

      “I think it’s wonderful! I can’t believe you’ve done so much so quickly.”

      “I had a lot of help and it turned out that most of the timbers only had surface damage. The structure was still sound.”

      From the tone of his voice, he understood the significance. She squeezed his hand, then bounced on her toes.

      “Can we go inside?”

      “Of course.”

      They walked over to the mill together, but when they reached it, he stopped and lifted her into his arms before carrying her through the door.

      Her heart skipped another beat.

      “Frank?”

      “Just practicing, sweetheart.” Before she could decide how to respond, he turned in a slow circle. “Well, what do you think?”

      The inside was as pristine as the outside with fresh wood on the walls and the original wide-planked floors sanded to a mellow glow. The only exception was the massive central post. It had been sanded smooth, but dark streaks still marred the surface.

      “I decided to leave the marks as a reminder that even though we are damaged, we can still stand, strong and powerful,” he said softly.

      Her eyes filled with tears as she threw her arms around his neck.

      “I love you so much,” she sobbed.

      “I love you too,” he whispered, and then she had to stop crying because he was kissing her.

      When he finally raised his head, he swiped a gentle thumb across her wet cheek, his eyes glowing with warmth.

      “Are you ready to see the rest?”

      “There’s more?”

      “Of course.”

      He carried her up the stairs that wound around the outer wall to the next floor. Three doors opened off the landing with an additional section open to the floor below. He threw open one of the doors.

      “I wanted our room to feel like an escape from the world outside. A place for just the two of us.”

      The massive bed he had promised her dominated the room, its heavy oak frame hand-carved with vines and leaves, positioned between two huge windows. A simple dark red quilt covered the mattress, a big stack of white linen pillows piled at the head of the bed.

      “You made this?” she asked, even though she already recognized the exquisite carving.

      “Yes. Do you like it?”

      “It’s perfect,” she whispered. “You’re perfect. I love you so much.”

      A low chuckle rumbled in his chest as he returned her embrace.

      “Good. Because I love you too.” He hesitated, the uncertain look she hadn’t seen for a month suddenly reappearing. “There’s one more thing.”

      “What is it?”

      He opened a door next to the small fireplace.

      “I thought perhaps, when you’re ready…”

      The room beyond was almost empty, the scent of pine still filling the air, even though the walls had been covered with pale yellow paint. The only furniture in the room was a crib, also exquisitely carved.

      “I know it’s too soon,” he added quickly. “But I wanted you to know that I’m ready whenever you are. I want to marry you. I want to build a life, a family, with you.”

      “I want that too,” she whispered, blinking back tears. “All of it.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life.”

      She ran her hand over the smooth wood of the crib, tracing the curves and grooves, imagining the weight of a sleeping infant within. When she looked up, he was watching her.

      “Are you picturing it? Our baby, sleeping here?”

      She nodded, and he tucked her against his side, big and warm and reassuring, and her heart overflowed with happiness.

      “You’re going to be a wonderful father. Our child will be so loved.” She turned in his arms to face him, reaching up to run a gentle finger down his scar. “You’re giving me everything I never thought I could have. A home, a family—” Her voice caught. “Love.”

      His eyes glowed. “You’ve given that to me too, sweetheart. I’d be lost without you.”

      She went up on her toes to kiss him and he lifted her into his arms, crushing her lips to his as he kissed her hungrily. His huge hands tightened on her waist, pulling her tighter against him until she could feel the hard length of his arousal. Her clit pulsed with excitement as she writhed against him.

      By the time the kiss ended, they were both breathless.

      “Shall we christen the new bed?” he asked, voice rough.

      “Yes, please.”

      He carried her back to the bed, placing her on the mattress as he rapidly stripped off his clothes. She watched eagerly, never tired of seeing that big, muscular body. Even the harsh rows of stitches seemed normal now, simply accentuating the sculpted muscles.

      “You’re still dressed,” he growled when he was fully, gloriously naked.

      “I was too busy watching you to worry about it.”

      He bent down over her, the width of his shoulders blocking out everything else.

      “I don’t mind unwrapping my pretty little bride.”

      He undid the first button of her sundress, then the second, his gaze heating even more as he realized she was naked beneath it. His hand shook, and the third button snapped off and went flying.

      “Oops,” he said, his voice unrepentant, and then the rest of the buttons were gone and she was fully exposed to his avid gaze.

      Her heart raced in anticipation as she reached for him. This would be the first of their memories in their new home, and she already knew it was going to be perfect.

      “I love you, Frank.”

      “I love you too.”

      And then he kissed her and there was no more need to talk.
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      Thank you so much for reading Without a Stitch! I had so much fun playing with my version of Frankenstein’s monster - and finding him his perfect mate! And of course, I loved returning to Screaming Woods!
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        If this is your first visit to Screaming Woods, be sure and check out Extra Virgin Gargoyle!

      

        

      
        Can a curvy librarian tame a grumpy gargoyle?

      

        

      
        Extra Virgin Gargoyle is available on Amazon!
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        And if you enjoyed Without a Stitch, you’re also going to LOVE Cupcakes for My Orc Enemy!

      

        

      
        Elara’s grumpy orc neighbor has the best buns in town - and his baked goods aren’t bad either!

      

        

      
        But is the heat brewing between them more than just a little accidental arson?

      

        

      
        Cupcakes for My Orc Enemy is available on Amazon!
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        To make sure you don’t miss out on any new releases, deals, or updates, click here to sign up for my newsletter!
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      Who says monsters can’t fall in love? 

      

      In Screaming Woods, anything is possible. 

      

      Welcome back to the little town turned monstrous by a party potion gone wrong. Your favorite instalove authors are bringing you hairier, scarier, and hornier monsters than ever before in this beastly series coming to your kindle in May 2023.

      

      Meet the New Monsters!

      Without a Stitch by Honey Phillips

      A Monster Worth Fighting For by Ava Ross

      Valkyrie’s Choice by Fiona Davenport

      Demon’s Own by Rochelle Paige

      Turnabout is Fairy Play by Andie Fenichel

      My Eye Adored You by Kylie Marcus

      Slippery When Yeti by Tana Stone

      Snake Believe by Karla Doyle

      Harry’s Beast by Kat Baxter

      Stalking from the Shadows by Ember Davis

      Melting the Frost Troll by Ella Maven

      Ghosting the Griffin by Violet Rae

      Horn to be Wild by Alana Khan

      Tempting the Titan by Fern Fraser

      Hot as Sin by Elle Christensen
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      Read Season One today!

      Extra Virgin Gargoyle by Honey Phillips

      Orc Me Baby One More Time by Ava Ross

      Watt and Bothered by Fiona Davenport

      His Heartbeat by Kat Baxter

      Now You See Me by Karla Doyle

      Knot Running From Fate by Ember Davis

      A Bride for the Beast by Nichole Rose and Fern Fraser

      Naga Say Never by Kylie Marcus

      Dragon of My Dreams by Andie Fenichel

      Bad Boy Minotaur by Michele Mills

      Ogre My Dead Body by Violet Rae

      Something Wicked This Way Comes by Elle Christensen
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        USA Today bestselling author Honey Phillips writes steamy science fiction stories about hot alien warriors and the human women they can’t resist. From abductions to invasions, the ride might be rough, but the end always satisfies.

      

        

      
        Honey wrote and illustrated her first book at the tender age of five. Her writing has improved since then. Her drawing skills, unfortunately, have not. She loves writing, reading, traveling, cooking, and drinking champagne - not necessarily in that order.

      

        

      
        Honey loves to hear from her wonderful readers! You can stalk her at any of the following locations…

      

        

      
        www.facebook.com/HoneyPhillipsAuthor

        www.bookbub.com/authors/honey-phillips

        www.instagram.com/HoneyPhillipsAuthor
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cover.jpeg
s Rk
USA TODAY BESTSELLIN

- HONEY PHIL





