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Chapter One

 


He wandered through the woods. Head
bowed down, nose close to the forest floor, scavenging for food.
Then, he heard it. He froze. His heart skipped, then tightened in
his chest before resuming its tempo at a speed that left him dizzy.
Ears perked, he started ambling through the forest in the sound’s
direction. He stopped. There it was again. Laughter. Loud,
boisterous, so unladylike it warmed him from head to toe. He’d
recognize that laughter anywhere, even if it had been more than a
hundred years since he’d heard it.

Lifting his head, he sniffed the air.
Rain washed dirt, blooming flowers, and people. His nose wrinkled
slightly. He dropped his head. She was not among them. His heart
slowed, beating like a sorrowful lament. She was not among them.
How could she be? She was dead. He knew that. Yet—the sound of the
woman’s laughter reached him again. A tingling sensation spread
from his heart to his groin. Unable to resist, he headed in the
direction of the sound, curious to see for himself the girl who had
his late fiancées laughter but not her scent. He knew he shouldn’t
be coming this way. There was a home nearby. He recalled seeing it
when he first came to live in this area and vowed to stay away from
it, but Evelyn’s memory kept him moving.

Evelyn. Dear Evelyn. Deep down in his
heart, he knew it could not be her. She was dead. Killed by his own
selfishness and stupidity. Killed by his desire for revenge.
Stupid. Stupid. Stupid. How many times over the years had he cursed
himself for his lack of foresight? For his impulsive nature? He’d
lost count. Evelyn was dead, and he was a bear during the day and a
man after sunset.

He sighed. The loud sound resembled a
growl and seemed to echo in the woods around him. Oblivious to his
presence, the humans laughed and squealed, clearly enjoying
themselves. Simon picked up his speed. Their scents wrapped around
him as he got closer. Delicious. Enticing. Crashing through the
thicket, he stopped, seeing them for the first time. Quickly, he
hid, certain that if they saw him, they’d flee.

There were two women laughing and
running about near the stream. How they could even move was beyond
him for they wore long dresses tapered at their tiny waists and
flowing full of ruffles to their ankles. They wore no hats, the
offending garments discarded near a tree. He cocked his head,
amused at the spectacle. Clearly, these were women enjoying
themselves regardless of societal dictatorship. Their cheeks were
glowing pink and healthy and water dripped from their
hair.

The youngest girl looked to be 15 or
16. She had long black hair and a mischievous attitude that
reminded him of a playful cat. He focused his gaze on the other
woman. His breath whooshed out of his lungs. She was beautiful.
Strawberry blonde hair trailed down her back and freckles dusted
her arms. She laughed as the younger woman splashed water on her.
Simon’s heart constricted. That laughter. The woman looked nothing
like his deceased Evelyn, but she had her laughter. It was a sound
full of unabashed spirit. Unable to stop himself he moved a little
closer. He craved to hear her speak. How much time had passed since
he’d spoken to another human being? How much time had passed since
he’d been with a woman? The redhead was deliciously curvy and her
wet summer dress did little to hide the fact. He closed his eyes
and let out a slow breath. Lust like he had not experienced in ages
awakened inside of him and a bear-like sound burst from his
lips.

Damn.

He stopped in his tracks and glanced at
the women. They were no longer smiling. The smell of fear reached
him. They hadn’t seen him yet or they would have run. He knew that.
He’d lived it before. People always panicked at the sight of a
bear. Besides, it was unlikely the women were alone. He scrambled
backwards, eager to get away. There had to be others with them.
Others that would hunt him and try to kill him. Strangely, the idea
of dying at the hands of others did not appeal to him. At least not
today.

“Wait.”

Simon froze. His blood turned to ice as
the woman’s voice echoed in his head. It was barely a whisper, but
the power was there. She’d gotten through to him in a way that only
magic possessors could do. She was one of them. She was like the
woman that had turned him into an animal. He veered and charged,
roaring in anger.

A woman screamed, but the child did not
budge. Calmly, she waited for him, arms outstretched and palms out,
fingers facing down. Simon stopped in his tracks. He was barely a
few feet away from the young woman. Her blue eyes studied him.
There was no fear in their depths. There was
comprehension.

He shuddered. His anger drained out of
him, leaving him suddenly exhausted. He’d killed once. He wouldn’t
make that mistake again. This child was not at fault for what that
dreaded witch had done to him. Still, she was one of them. With a
final snarl of warning, he turned around to leave.

“Wait.”

Again, her voice echoed in his head. A
silent command only he could hear. One he could disregard, yet
something in his gut told him to stay and listen. Why? He couldn’t
say for sure. His better nature told him to run, to stay away from
witches. The farther the better. Yet, he found himself waiting for
her to speak, for her to say something.

“Morgana.”

His gaze slid to the redhead. Tears
marked her deathly pale features and her eyes, which he could now
tell were green, were red rimmed. His gut twisted. He had caused
her pain. He’d caused this beautiful woman distress. Shaking his
head, he started to walk away.

“Morgana, get away from
him.” The redhead’s frightened whisper still reached him. He hung
his head in shame.

“He’s just scared,
Margaret. He means us no harm.” The child named Morgana defended
him. He could have laughed at the irony if he had had the
energy.

“Look at us.”

With a low growl, he obeyed. Little
witch. There was power in her that she probably still didn’t even
know she had. The women were standing in the same spot as before,
gazing at him. The young witch named Morgana smiled at him before
cocking her head to face the redhead.

“Maggie, look at him. Isn’t
he beautiful?”

The woman named Maggie glanced at him,
confusion dancing in her emerald eyes. Hungrily, Simon took the
chance to take in her appearance one last time. Who knew how long
it’d be until he could see a woman like her again? Were he a man,
he would approach her and make her his. He’d kiss the delicate
curve of her neck, taste the drops of water rolling between her
breasts.

“He’s a bear, Morgana.”
Unmistakable fear coated the woman’s voice. Simon blinked.
Delusion. He had to stop deluding himself. How he wished he could
make the dread vanish from her voice and hear her laugh
again.

“He’s not doing anything,
Maggie.”

“I know, but he almost
attacked you just now, Morgana. I don’t like it.
Please.”

“Calm down, Maggie.”
Morgana took a step toward him, but to his surprise Maggie moved
quickly and grasped her arm, holding her back.

“You will not get any
closer,” she said harshly.

“He’s not going to do
anything.” Morgana tried to pull her arm from the other woman, but
to no avail. Are you? She whispered in his
head.

Simon swallowed the lump of sadness in
his throat. It was not right of him to be there. The witch was not
scared, but the redhead was and he’d already frightened enough
people in his life as it was.

I am a monster, he thought as he ambled
back the way he came into the protection of the woods.

 



Chapter Two

 


Simon reached his cave feeling as if
he’d run all the way. He moved past the human objects he had and
curled into a tight ball at the back of the long cavern. He closed
his eyes, hoping to fall asleep and avoid the memories. Tears
prickled the backs of his eyes as he thought back to that day so
many years ago…

Home at last. After three
years at war he could hardly believe he was home and alive. He took
a sip from his ale, moaning in appreciation as the cool beverage
ran down his throat leaving behind a bitter taste. He knew it
wasn’t the best ale in the world, but it beat what he’d drank at
war. An unpleasant jitter danced in the pit of his stomach as the
liquid filled him. Why was he so anxious? Oh yes, because of
his beloved Evelyn. He blinked back tears. Beautiful Evelyn. All the men
in town wanted her hand in marriage and it was not surprising. Why,
with her expressive blue eyes, quick wit, and alluring curves, she
was a catch. Not to mention, she came from a decent enough family.
He didn’t care an inkling about her family or her money. Never had.
Evelyn knew that and that was why she’d chosen him above all the
others. He cared about her. He cared about her dreams, her
thoughts, her hopes. There was more to a woman than a warm body and
a helping hand.

Simon rubbed his tired eyes and drank
some more. His vision swam slightly as he looked down at the table.
The wood was worn, scratched, and rough to the touch. He held his
mug with both hands, steadying it. When they’d drafted him for war,
he didn’t want to leave, but Evelyn assured him she’d wait for him.
Her love for him was pure, she’d said. A thousand years could pass
and she’d always love him, she swore.

Simon grimaced as he chugged the
remainder of his ale. Slamming the cup onto the shaky table, he
raised his hand in an attempt to catch the barmaid’s
eye.

He’d trusted Evelyn. He’d trusted her
word.

His eyes stung as he thought back to
the night before. He’d gone straight to see Evelyn. Even his family
hadn’t known he was back. His only thought when he reached his
hometown was to see the woman he loved. He wanted to hold her close
and breathe in her fragrance. He wanted to kiss her soft lips and
feel her body against his. He wanted to tell her how much he loved
her and how much he’d missed her.

He was scared. It’d been three years. At first they’d exchanged
letters, but as the war raged on correspondences had dwindled. Yet,
he held hope. He memorized her words, pulling strength from them
over and over again as time passed and the prospect of going home
seemed farther and farther away.

Simon covered his face with his hands
and took in a shaky breath. Under the dim firelight of the tavern
he stared at his raw and dirty fingernails. War was not a kind
lover. All the men that had survived the ordeal came back changed.
Most of them were shadows of the men they had once been. Simon was
no different. He had lost considerable weight. The uniform that
once molded to his body now hung loose around him. His hair was
wild and unkempt; his dark combed curls something of the past. He
feared Evelyn wouldn’t recognize him, but in his heart he knew she
would. She loved him after all. Right? He was certain she would
look into his eyes and see that it was him. Simon. The man that
would give his life for her if he could, the man that would fly to
the moon and present it to her on a silver platter if he could.
Simon shivered. She would also see the scars. Not the physical
ones. Evelyn wouldn’t mind the crisscross of wounds coating his
body. No, she’d see the ones inside. She’d be able to read into his
gaze and see the nightmares, the fears, the phobias. But of course,
none of that would matter because once he was with Evelyn he’d
forget it all. All his problems would vanish. All, except his
income problem. Simon swore quietly. He was poor. Poorer than he’d
been when he’d met Evelyn. He was supposed to receive military
compensation, but so far, he had little else than the bag of coins
stowed beneath his coat. The coins he was now spending on ale in an
attempt to forget Evelyn.

He lifted his head and glanced about
through bleary eyes. The tavern was empty, most patrons having
already retired for the night. Where was that barmaid? Grasping his
cup, he waved it in the air vigorously.

“More ale,
soldier?”

Simon blinked as a woman appeared
before him. She was fast.

“Yes, please.” He thrust
the cup into her hands and nodded. “More.”

More. He needed much more ale to forget
the events that had transpired earlier in the evening. To think
that when he knocked on Evelyn’s door and she opened it, he thought
fortune was smiling upon him.

“Here you go.”

Simon barely nodded his thanks before
taking a heavy gulp from the frothy drink. He set the cup on the
table and found himself staring into a pair of dazzling emerald
eyes.

“Who are you?” he slurred.
He squinted in an attempt to make the person in front of him
clearer. His cock twitched in his trousers as he realized he was
staring at a woman. A beautiful woman. The barmaid. Why hadn’t he
noticed she was so attractive? The wench had a lovely shade of red
hair that cascaded in ringlets over the top of her full breasts.
His mouth watered at the sight of that creamy flesh. He licked his
lips, suddenly hungry for a taste of them. It’d been a while since
he’d lain with a woman and now that Evelyn had betrayed
him…

“You’re the
barmaid.”

His cock jerked as the woman leaned
forward, revealing more of her cleavage. Would her nipples be rosy
or dark? He swallowed dryly and forced his gaze away from her
tantalizing skin.

“Yes. My name is Soussanna,
soldier.”

“Souss—what?” He struggled
to say her name.

“Soussanna,” she repeated.
He stared at her mouth. Had he ever met a woman with such plump
lips? He groaned as the tip of her tongue peeked between her teeth
to wet that delicious mouth.

“What is your name,
soldier?”

Simon lifted his gaze. Soussanna
smiled.

“Simon.”

“Simon.” The way she said
his name made his balls tighten against his body. By the Gods, who
was this woman that could seduce him with a glance? “You look
lonely, Simon.”

He nodded, ignoring the sudden unease
that passed through him at her prying question.

“What brings you
here?”

He shook his head. The moment passed as
her quiet question reached him through his drunken haze.

"I was going home."

A wrinkle of concern appeared on her
brow. "What happened?" Heartfelt consternation seemed to lace her
question. A warm tingle spread across Simon’s chest.

"I was deceived."

Soussanna's eyes grew large and her
touch
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