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Аннотация
In Vamptown, it�s beginning to look a lot like Christmas�
�Tis the season for a brand-new holiday novella from award-winning author Cat Devon!
Pru Daniels should know better than to hook up with sexy Simon Howell.�He�s a vampire Demon Hunter and a former knight at King Arthur�s roundtable.�She�s a witch, a descendant of Morgan Le Fay. Clearly things could get complicated.
When Simon shows up in Vamptown while Pru is visiting a friend and fellow witch, he claims to have come for the holidays to visit fellow vampire Demon Hunter Damon Thornheart.�But things soon turn passionate as Pru and Simon join together to battle the forces of evil.�The holidays won�t be the only thing ruined if Simon and Pru can�t work things out. Can this vampire Demon Hunter find his heart in time to save his love�and his immortality?
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CHAPTER ONE

�Happy Sol--crap!� Pru Daniels said after opening the front door of her friend and fellow witch Zoe Adams� house. Seeing who was standing on the front porch this Winter Solstice made Pru�s heart and her fists clench.
Out of all the vampires in the world, he had to walk back into her life. Simon Howell. As a witch, she should have known better than to hook up with a vampire Demon Hunter. She should have known better than to hook up with a vampire, period. Adding Demon Hunter to the mix just made things worse.
�Happy Sol--crap to you as well,� Simon drawled. �I believe the proper greeting is Happy Solstice. Or Happy Yule. Unless you were going for the more generic Happy Holidays?�
She recognized that lift of his eyebrow. He did it whenever he was baiting her. Or getting ready to kiss her. He looked as sexy as ever with his light brown hair, blue eyes, and a wickedly endearing smile that hid the fact he was capable of ripping your throat out. He was dressed all in black, from his long leather trench coat to his cashmere sweater and well-fitting jeans.
Pru had only arrived in Chicago a few hours ago to visit her friend Zoe. The two of them had been members of the same witches� coven back in Boston. Pru had flown in on American Airlines, not a broomstick.
�What are you doing here, Simon?� she demanded.
�Visiting Damon,� Simon replied.
Damon Thornheart was Zoe�s boyfriend. �No way,� Pru said.
�What are you doing here?� Simon asked. �Waiting for me, perhaps?�
�I had no idea you�d be here. If I did, I would never have come to visit Zoe. This is her house, not Damon�s. You can�t cross the threshold unless you�re invited.�
�Simon!� Damon greeted him as he came to the door. �Great seeing you, man. Come on in.�
Pru held out her hand in the universal stop-right-there motion. �It�s not his house,� she reminded Simon.
�What�s going on here?� Zoe said as she came to stand beside Pru.
�He can�t come in,� Pru said.
�He�s Simon Howell,� Damon said. �My sire. The vampire who turned me.�
Pru shouldn�t have been surprised to learn that Damon was a vampire. She should have picked up on that when she�d first arrived but had been distracted. Besides, Damon had been gone most of the day.
Pru pointed to Simon. �He�s a vampire Demon Hunter.�
�So am I,� Damon retorted. �What�s the problem?�
�I do believe the problem may be that the lovely Pru and I hooked up last year.� Simon�s voice was smooth.
�You two know each other?� Zoe looked at Pru with surprise.
�How long are you going to make me stand out here?� Simon demanded. �It�s starting to snow.�
�Invite him in,� Damon ordered Zoe.
�Please don�t,� Pru begged her.
�Are you afraid of him?� Zoe asked Pru.
�Tell the truth now,� Simon drawled. He drawled a lot. Not in a southern charmer kind of way but in a British snarky kind of way.
�I�m not afraid of him,� Pru said. �I just hate him, that�s all.�
�Why? What�s he done to you?� Zoe demanded.
�Yes, Pru. Do tell them what I did to you.� His voice was like smooth chocolate with a kick. �Tell them every breathtaking intimate little thing. Don�t leave out any of the sexual details.�
Zoe put an arm around Pru and glared at Simon. �You may not come in. Damon, I suggest you take your friend to your own place and get him the hell off my front porch!� Zoe shoved Damon outside and shut the door.
* * *
�Nice move, pissing off two powerful witches,� Damon growled. �Was that really necessary?�
Simon shrugged. �Perhaps not, but it was fun.�
�Now what?�
�I suggest we go to your place.�
�Follow me.� Damon moved with vamp superspeed the few blocks to his loft apartment. He and Simon arrived together.
�Nice place,� Simon noted. He liked the open floor plan, which made sneak attacks more difficult. Simon was aware that Damon was now living in an area known as Vamptown. Not known to mortals, of course. Only to vampires. All the major cities had districts that were devoted to various vampire clans. Here in Chicago there were three major clans�Vamptown, Gold Coast, and South Side. Personally, Simon thought �the Gold Coast clan� sounded more aristocratic, but then no one had asked for his opinion.
Simon was more formal than some other vampires in both his attire and speech. He�d been accused of being snobbish and aristocratic. He was famous for his calm�� and his ruthlessness. All of which was fine by him.
�You�ve been off the radar for months. What�s going on?� Damon demanded.
Simon removed his trench coat and made himself comfortable on Damon�s leather couch. He didn�t like having to explain himself to anyone. He certainly didn�t like the way things had turned out lately. But in order to get the situation fixed, he needed to be up-front with Damon�� or at least partially up-front.
�I�m cursed,� Simon said.
Damon laughed. �So? What else is new? You�re a vampire Demon Hunter. Of course you�re going to be cursed by demons.�
Simon supposed he couldn�t blame Damon for teasing him. Perhaps he should have come to Vamptown sooner. But he�d been busy tracking down leads that had ended up going nowhere. So he�d finally come here. �This is serious.�
�Being cursed by demons isn�t serious?�
�No, really, I�m cursed and it�s all that witch�s fault!� Simon growled.
Damon looked at Simon in disbelief. �My witch cursed you?�
�No, of course not. It was the other one. Pru.�
�The one you hooked up with last year?�
�Yes. Big mistake.�
�Dealing with witches can be tricky,� Damon said.
�Having sex with one is even trickier.�
�I know. What were you thinking?�
�That she�s beautiful and hot.�
�And a witch.�
�Yeah, that, too.�
�I didn�t think witches could curse a vampire Demon Hunter,� Damon said.
�Normally they can�t. But Pru isn�t a normal witch.�
�She�s a crazy one?�
�Not exactly.�
�Then what exactly?� Damon demanded. �Why was she able to curse you and what exactly is this curse? Does it prevent you from hunting and killing demons? Because if so, I�ll have Zoe reverse the curse immediately.�
�No, the curse doesn�t affect those abilities.�
�Then why didn�t you come when I was dealing with the demon outbreak here in Vamptown earlier this year?� Damon demanded.
�Because it was Silas. I�d already helped you with that uber-demon before. I was not allowed to help you with him again. Besides, I knew you could defeat him.�
�So there is a limit on how many times you can assist me in defeating demons?� Damon asked.
�Not a limit per se. Silas was a special case because I helped you escape his fiendish torture when he wrongfully imprisoned you in hell.�
�What about since then?�
�Things have been relatively quiet in Vamptown since then, have they not? Demon-wise, I mean. Isn�t that correct?� Simon asked.
�Yes.�
�And I�ve been dealing with demons overseas,� Simon said.
�Let�s get back to this curse Pru supposedly placed on you.�
�There�s no �supposed� about it. She definitely cursed me.�
�You said she�s not a normal witch. What makes her different?�
�Aside from the fact that she has the most gorgeous face and long blond hair and eyes like emeralds?� Simon drawled sarcastically.
Damon grimaced. �Like emeralds? Really? Yeah, aside from all those clich�s.�
�It�s rather a long story.�
�I�ve got time,� Damon said.
�Don�t you have to return to Zoe?� Simon asked.
�She kicked me out.�
�Not permanently, surely.�
�No, she and her grandmother along with Pru are doing some sort of Winter Solstice dinner and celebration tonight.�
�And they didn�t invite you? How rude of them,� Simon said.
�I don�t eat. I consume blood, remember?�
�Of course. And I hear the blood here is of a particularly high quality.�
�Is that why you came to Vamptown? As part of a blood-tasting tour?�
�No. I came to see you.� Not entirely true, but Simon wasn�t ready to put all his cards on the table yet. �So all is well with you and Zoe? You kiss and ta-da, you get to live happily ever after like in a fairy tale?�
�Vampires don�t usually show up in fairy tales. I don�t know of any that feature a vampire living happily ever after,� Damon said. �But Zoe and I are good. Very good.�
�What about work? Are you enjoying being the Head of Security here in Vamptown?�
�I am.�
�Not bored?�
�Not yet.�
�And when you are?� Simon asked.
�I�ll deal with it then.�
Simon looked around. He much preferred asking questions to answering them. �So you work out of your loft here?�
�No. The security headquarters is located in the Vamp Cave.�
�Really? That�s the best name you could come up with?� Simon mocked.
�I didn�t name it.�
�Who did?� Simon asked.
�I don�t know.�
�Clearly it needs a new name. Who should I speak to about that?�
�No one. You�re avoiding my question about Pru and that curse,� Damon said impatiently.
Simon sighed. This entire matter was becoming more complicated by the minute. Perhaps he�d made a mistake in coming to see Damon. Yet he couldn�t ignore the tip he�d been given. Not that he planned on revealing everything until he had more information. Until then, he�d only share what he had to and keep the rest to himself.
�I don�t recall how much I told you about my past,� Simon said.
�Not much.�
�As I am your sire, the one who turned you into a vampire on that battlefield in Gettysburg, we share a special bond.�
Damon nodded. �Go on.�
�I, too, was a warrior once.�
�You�re still a warrior,� Damon said.
�I meant that I was a human warrior once. Before I was turned.� Simon paused. He really didn�t like talking about his past. He hadn�t done so in centuries. Many, many centuries. But he had no choice. �Have you heard of King Arthur?�
�I read A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur�s Court by Mark Twain when it first came out.�
�Yes, well�� I was a vampire in King Arthur�s court.�
Damon blinked. �But that was--�
�A very long time ago,� Simon interrupted him. �I am aware.�
�No, I was going to say that�s fiction.�
�The book was, yes. Not King Arthur or Camelot. I assure you it was not fiction.�
�Did you know Merlin?�
�He turned me,� Simon said curtly. He had no intention of going into the details of that story.
�No shit? Merlin was a vampire? I thought he was a wizard or something. Actually, I didn�t even think he was real.�
�Oh, he was real all right.�
�Is he still around?� Damon asked.
�I�m not at liberty to say. Getting back to Pru�s part in all this--�
�Wait,� Damon interrupted him. �She was alive back then? Or undead back then?�
�No. She was neither alive nor undead back then. But she comes from Morgan Le Fay�s bloodline.�
�No shit?� Damon said again. �What are the odds?�
�They are damn high when you go looking for her descendants,� Simon said.
�Morgan�s descendants? Why the hell would you do that?�
�For old time�s sake.�
�You had sex with Morgan and you wanted to have sex with--�
�I did not have sex with Morgan.�
�So you had sex with Pru instead?�
�It wasn�t like that,� Simon said curtly. He got up and started pacing before flinging himself back onto the couch. �I�m not a volatile vampire. I�m rock steady. Nothing throws me.� He�d seen it all and beat it all. He�d killed and destroyed without hesitation.
Despite all that, he didn�t know how to explain the fiery chemistry between Pru and him. He certainly hadn�t anticipated how strong their connection would be or how incredible the sex was.
Yes, he�d gone looking for her. Yes, he�d wanted to seduce her. And yes, once he had her in his bed the results had been unbelievably good. At least the sex had been. Off-the-charts good. Bloody spectacular. So damn spectacular that he�d been shaken to his core. He couldn�t risk getting attached to her. He couldn�t lose his focus, which had to remain on hunting and destroying demons.
He�d hoped that mating with her would change him for the better. Make him a better hunter. It hadn�t, despite multiple tries and multiple orgasms over a week�s time. Merlin had lied when he�d said while training Simon that finding Morgan Le Fay�s descendant in the beginning of the twenty-first century would greatly increase Simon�s power.
So Simon had left. He�d tried to do so without waking Pru, but the witch had damn good hearing. She�d confronted him. He�d told her the truth. That he�d had sex with her because of her ties to Morgan. She hadn�t taken the news well.
�So what exactly is this curse that Pru cast on you?� Damon asked.
�I um�� my ability to have sex has been�� compromised.�
�What?�
�I haven�t had sex in months,� Simon growled.
Damon took a step back. �How do you break the curse?�
�I was hoping your girlfriend Zoe would help me with that,� Simon said.

CHAPTER TWO

�You had sex with a vampire Demon Hunter?� Zoe stared at Pru in amazement.
�Don�t give me that look,� Pru said. �Apparently you have sex with a vampire Demon Hunter all the time.�
�Yeah, you have sex all the time,� Zoe�s cat, Bella, said.
�I�m still not used to your familiar being able to speak,� Pru said, staring down at the grey cat sitting on the floor. �I�m actually between familiars at the moment. I�ll have to put in a request for one that talks.�
�Be careful what you wish for,� Zoe said.
�Yeah, I learned that the hard way with Simon,� Pru said.
�What�s the deal between you two? How did you meet? Did you two cross paths back in Boston?�
Pru knew Zoe and her grandmother from being in the same coven with them in Boston. Pru could still remember the uproar her friend had created when she�d broken the coven�s rule of never telling a human you were a witch. Zoe had told her fianc� at the time. Later he�d dumped her or she�d dumped him, Pru wasn�t sure. She only knew that Zoe and her grandmother had been sent away. They�d come to Chicago and all hell had broken loose. Literally. The Book of Darkness had accidentally been opened, releasing brutal demons from hell.
Pru had only learned about the demon stuff after it was all over. She�d wondered if Simon had been involved but hadn�t been able to ask because she didn�t know about Zoe living with a vampire. �Why didn�t you tell me about Damon?� Pru asked.
�I told you I love him.�
�You didn�t tell me he was a vampire.�
�It wasn�t my secret to share.�
�Are you keeping other secrets?� Pru said.
Zoe nodded before quickly adding, �But none that affect you.�
�How can you be sure they don�t affect me?� Pru said. �We�ve both had sex with vampire Demon Hunters.�
�True.� Zoe nodded. �I�ll bet not many witches can say that.� She paused to hand Pru a Red Velvet cupcake. �Do you love Simon?�
Pru deliberately sidestepped the question. �I love this cupcake,� Pru said. �It�s magical.�
�Actually, it�s not. It�s made by my friend Daniella, owner of Heavenly Cupcakes.�
�Mmm.� Pru wiped a dab of cream cheese frosting from her mouth with the napkin Zoe provided. �She�s not a witch?�
�No. But let�s get back to you and Simon. I know you said you hated him, but if that was the case, why did you have sex with him?�
�I forgot how stubborn you are,� Pru said.
�I prefer to think of it as being focused.�
Pru pointed to the Keep Calm and Carry On red T-shirt Zoe was wearing.
Zoe looked down and laughed. �Daniella got me a T-shirt that says �Keep Calm and Eat Cupcakes.� Damon got me one that says �Keep Calm and Read a Book.��
�Do you miss your days as a librarian?� Pru asked.
�I do at times,� Zoe admitted. �But I love my work as a soap maker. Aromatherapy is a powerful thing. Lavender is one of my favorite scents. It�s meant to have a calming influence, while citrus can be refreshing. Even though I�m not using any magic in my Bella Luna bath and body products, they are still selling faster than I can make them.�
�Because she won�t let Gram use magic to create more product,� Bella said, pausing while washing her face with her front right paw.
�Will your grandmother be upset that we ate a cupcake before the Solstice Yule dinner she�s prepared?� Pru belatedly asked.
�Not at all,� Zoe said. �Gram likes having dessert first. She�s prepared our traditional meal of pumpkin soup, roast chicken, sweet potatoes with cranberries.�
�And eggnog with rum to drink?� Pru asked.
�Yule nog? Yes, of course. But getting back to Simon, you hate him and--�
�And I meant to tell you that the table setting looks beautiful.� Pru was deliberately stalling. She was trying to come up with a way to explain what had happened between Simon and her. Instead she pointed to the small yule log and candles decorated with traditional evergreen, pinecones, cinnamon sticks, and mistletoe. �Good job. I see you�ve got the larger yule log as well.� She tilted her head toward the oak log wrapped in red and green ribbon sitting on the floor at her feet. �You and Gram already placed your wish notes on it.�
�We won�t put it in the fireplace to burn until after dinner. You�re welcome to add yours,� Zoe said, handing her a piece of lavender-scented paper.
Pru sniffed the paper before setting it back onto the coffee table in front of the couch. �It smells wonderful. I�ll write something later.�
�Simon�s arrival has distracted you,� Zoe said.
�Yes, it did.� The last time Pru had seen Simon, she�d been naked in his bed and he�d been ready to walk out on her.
�So come on, tell me. Where did you two meet?�
�Remember the trip I took to that homeopathic conference in London almost a year ago?�
Zoe nodded.
�I bumped into him outside the hotel,� Pru said. �I didn�t know he was a vampire until it was too late.�
�He took you against your will?� Zoe looked horrified.
�No. He made me want him so badly that I couldn�t think straight.�
Now Zoe looked confused. �But he couldn�t compel you. Witches can�t be compelled by vampires. Unless Simon is somehow different?�
�Oh, he�s different, all right. But he didn�t use any vampire powers on me. He was just charming and sexy and irresistible.�
�Was he your first vampire?�
�The first I had sex with, yes. I should have stayed home and never gone to London,� Pru said. �Yeah, I learned a lot at the conference. Information that proved helpful in my work at the Spirit Wellness Center.� The natural herbs, mixtures, and remedies Pru used had been passed down through her family. She always made it clear to her clients that her work didn�t replace medical treatment but instead was meant to supplement it. �But hooking up with Simon was a big mistake.�
�Was the fact that he�s a vampire the reason you two broke up?� Zoe asked.
�No, it was the fact that he was only using me for his own purposes. He told me so himself. Practically bragged about it in fact.� Which was when Pru had cursed him with a spell she was not ready to tell Zoe about yet.
�Time to eat,� Gram called from the dining room.
�Before we go to dinner, do you have any advice on dealing with a vampire Demon Hunter?� Pru asked Zoe.
Bella raised her paw. �I do. Get the hell out while you still can!�
* * *
Simon stared out the loft window. Streetlights prevented him from seeing stars. The light snow earlier had cleared. He hated standing around doing nothing, but Damon had been correct in saying that no witch would help him if he interrupted their Yule Solstice celebration. So he�d have to wait.
He hated waiting. When he�d deliberately bumped into Pru in London, she hadn�t made him wait. She�d responded right away. When things hadn�t turned out the way he�d expected, he hadn�t waited around. Instead of appreciating his honesty with her, she�d turned around and cursed him.
This mess had gone on long enough. Time for some action. If not with Pru, then with demons. He glanced at his watch. It was almost midnight. �We have over seven hours until daylight,� he said.
�Daylight doesn�t bother me now,� Damon said.
�I�m at my most powerful at night.� Simon, too, could tolerate sunlight, but he was drawn to the darkness, for that�s where demons gathered. �Let�s do a little demon hunting. Are you game?�
�Always,� Damon said.
Simon knew he�d trained Damon well. He also knew Damon was a fierce fighter. But he didn�t have the many centuries of experience that Simon did. Nor the scars.
Vampire wounds healed unless you were beheaded or burned to a cinder. Then it was lights-out. But Simon�s scars weren�t all visible. He was cursed in more ways than one. He�d been cursed before Pru had cut off his sex life. At least she hadn�t cut off his privates.
His scars went back to his time in Camelot. When King Arthur had asked for Simon�s help, he�d been honor bound to oblige. How could he not? As one of the Knights of the Round Table, Simon was committed to serving his liege. He�d vowed to do whatever it took to protect King Arthur.
Merlin had stepped in, showing off his fangs. Simon had heard the rumors of Merlin�s magic, but he�d had no idea of what was to come. His transition had been rough. Merlin hadn�t used this particular curse, the curse of vampirism, on many before. In practicing it on Simon, he�d left wounds that couldn�t be healed. Some were physical, like the slashes across his chest. Others went deeper, like the memory of being locked in a dungeon and craving more blood so intensely, so fiercely, that he�d ripped the iron chains from the stone walls, breaking his wrists in the process. He�d become a feral beast and gone on a killing rampage in a nearby village.
Innocent humans had been slaughtered. That�s when Merlin had almost ended Simon�s life as a vampire. But instead, he�d taught Simon how to hunt and destroy demons. Demons like Mordred, who wanted Arthur�s throne for himself.
Merlin had turned Simon in order for Simon to serve as a better protector. And he had done so for a time. Until the battlefield at Camlann. Legend had it that Arthur had killed Mordred there. But no human, not even a powerful king, can kill a demon.
Simon had been the one who had shoved the spear through Mordred. Even so, despite Simon�s best efforts, Mordred had still managed to wound Arthur, who�d later died from those injuries. Merlin had been furious with Simon and banished him for centuries.
Remembering Mordred filled Simon with fury. Moving at vamp superspeed, he stepped outside and sniffed the air. �I smell the rot of demons.�
�Here in Vamptown?�
�No. Follow me.�
Simon took to the air. He didn�t consider it flying as much as airborne transport. It was fast, so fast that humans� eyes couldn�t register his movements. It was also efficient and stayed well under the radar.
Maneuvering around Chicago�s famous skyline was no problem. He�d successfully navigated most of the major cities in the world, although there had been one towering 163-floor skyscraper in Dubai a few months ago that had been tricky. But Chicago, like New York City, had skyscrapers close together, which required increased concentration and due diligence. Simon had plenty of both, allowing him to arrive at his destination precisely two seconds before Damon.
�Here?� Damon looked around in surprise. �This is the Christkindlmarket in Daley Plaza. An outdoor market. It�s closed now obviously, but we�re in the middle of downtown Chicago.�
Simon ignored the towering Christmas tree with its twinkling white lights in the center of the plaza and instead focused on the rest of the holiday setup. �Quaint, hmm? The way they make the facades look like timber houses in an old European village. Just like the ones that sent out their inhabitants with torches to burn vampires.�
�Probably not what the organizers had in mind when they designed it this way,� Damon noted dryly. �What makes you think there are demons here?�
�This.� Simon drew his specialized dagger as a gang of demons descended upon them. There were at least a dozen. Their horns were protruding and their claws were sharp enough to slice through steel.
Simon used his powers to cut the electricity, shutting off the lights all around him and throwing the plaza into total darkness. He loved fighting in the dark. He could see the glowing reflection of the demons� eyes and smell their putrid scent. Their snarls told him they were eager for battle.
Simon sliced the throat of the first demon to attack him and then the next. But each time he slayed one, the demon disintegrated and another took his place. These were not normal demons. These were mercenaries who didn�t disappear but left a pile of remainder that would regurgitate into an even stronger demon unless precautions were taken.
�Demon dust,� Simon told Damon, who was fending off a trio of demons. �Now I�m royally pissed.� Reaching into his right boot, Simon pulled another demon dagger out of its sheath just in time to stab it into the malevolent glowing eye of the demon who was millimeters away from ripping him apart.
Moments later it was over as fast as it had begun. Simon looked at the piles of demon dust surrounding him before turning to Damon and saying, �Call your witch. And tell her to bring a broom.�

CHAPTER THREE

�You rang?� Pru drawled sarcastically before looking around the darkened plaza with a grimace. The stench was nearly overwhelming. So was her anger at the way Simon thought he could order witches around. She�d made her appearance before Damon could phone Zoe. �I�m not here to clean up your mess.�
�Then why are you here?� Simon demanded.
�Because Zoe couldn�t come. This is the first time she has celebrated Solstice since her mom died. No way am I letting you mess it up for her.� After dinner they�d burned the yule log, which had included Pru�s hastily scrawled wish note. Then Pru had told Zoe and her grandmother that she needed some fresh air and gone out for a walk.
The truth was that she�d gone to look for Simon. She�d seen him fly off into the night sky and decided to follow him. At first it had been a stupid whim. Then she�d been almost compelled by a sense of urgency. She�d arrived in time to hear Simon�s comment about telling Zoe to bring her broom.
As if a vampire had the right to make such a demand. As if a witch still used a broom. Well, some did in special circumstances.
Clearly a battle had taken place here in the plaza, one that Simon and Damon had won. She saw the strange piles surrounding them but wasn�t sure what they were. So she asked, �What seems to be the problem?�
�The problem is that this is demon dust,� Simon said.
�Why didn�t you say so sooner?� She held out her hands, palms down, and recited the spell.
�Demons in dust
Do what you must
To disappear
As if you were never here.�
The piles of demon dust disappeared. She was rather pleased with herself at that accomplishment. She�d never actually seen demon dust in the flesh, so to speak, and therefore had obviously never had to use magic to eradicate it before.
Instead of looking pleased, Simon appeared suspicious. �How do you know to do that?�
�I�m a witch,� Pru replied. �We do spells from time to time.�
�That was a specific demon demolition spell.�
�It was a specific demon dust demolition spell,� she corrected him. �I leave the destruction of demons to you Demon Hunters.�
�Where did you learn that spell?� he demanded.
�From reading Demon Demolition Spells for Dummies,� she said sarcastically.
He glared at her. Even though it was pitch-dark, she could see the anger in his face. She had really good night vision that way.
�I�m serious,� he growled.
She sighed. It probably wasn�t in her best interests to taunt him further. �It�s from my family�s Book of Spells.�
�It�s not in Zoe�s Book of Spells,� Damon said, joining them for the first time.
Pru laughed. �You�ll never know what�s in her book. Only Adams witches know and even then there are new discoveries even of old spells.�
�True,� Damon had to admit. �I had firsthand knowledge of that from our battles with Silas.�
Pru pointed to the now clean space on the ground where she�d made the demon dust disappear. �Were these Silas�s demon minions?�
�No, these seem to have been just run-of-the-mill demons,� Simon said.
Pru didn�t believe him. �Run-of-the-mill demons don�t generate demon dust. Their disintegration is complete. There is no trace left of them.�
�Since when are you an expert on demons?� Simon challenged her.
�Since I hooked up with you,� she retorted.
�A big mistake,� he said.
�Don�t I know it,� she agreed.
�You�re not the one cursed,� he growled. �I am.�
�I think we should continue this conversation somewhere more private,� Damon quickly interceded. �We do not want to draw any additional attention to ourselves. I�ve already had to disable the surveillance cameras and compel two security guards.�
�Race you back to the loft,� Simon said.
�You�re on,� Pru replied.
�I didn�t mean you!� Simon said, but it was already too late. She was gone. Damn, she got a head start.
�Hold on,� Damon told him. �Turn the power back on first.�
�Right.� With a flick of his hand, Simon did so. Then he took off after the damn witch who had turned his off his power�his sexual power.
* * *
Pru looked around the loft. So this was what a vampire lair looked like. Simon had never shown her his. Their sexual encounters had mostly taken place in a hotel room, although there had been that time in the back of a London taxicab in Covent Garden after a ballet. Yes, a witch and a vampire had gone to the ballet. Swan Lake. That was just one of the many ways Simon had made her fall in love with him.
She�d been stupid to fall so hard. The first time Simon had kissed her she knew she was in trouble. She�d sensed he was a vampire and knew things rarely went well between a vampire and a witch. But he could do things with his tongue that were incredible. She was no novice, but he was so much more experienced than she was. He�d bestowed kisses on every inch of her body.
At first she�d told herself she was in it just for the sex. Simon had gladly shared his knowledge of the erotic arts with her. He�d instigated her orgasms in ways she�d never imagined, introducing her to positions she�d only read about in books.
But in the end, she�d ended up sharing much more than her body with him. They�d shared the fact that they were both outcasts in human society with a secret they had to keep from outsiders. She�d shared her thoughts, her heart, her love. Big mistake.
Enough with the deeply intimate memories of Simon. She refocused her attention on her surroundings. Actually, the loft looked like those she�d seen on HGTV. Brick walls, open floor plan, and lots of leather�as in couch and chairs, not whips and dominatrix costumes.
After Pru had cursed him, she�d figured he�d show up on her doorstep at some point. She hadn�t expected him to show up on Zoe�s doorstep. But then Simon had proved that he was master of the unexpected.
He burst into the room, demanding answers. No niceties. His hair was slightly ruffled from his journey, giving him a just-out-of-bed look she still found incredibly sexy. He got right to the point. �Tell me how to cure this bloody curse you placed on me.�
�It�s simple,� she said. �You just need to believe. That�s how the curse can be broken.�
�Believe? Like believe in Santa Claus?� he scoffed.
�Like Arthur believed he could pull Excalibur from that stone. And don�t mock Santa. I happen to like him.�
Simon yanked her close. �How do you know about Excalibur?�
�I�m a descendant of Morgan Le Fay. Of course I know about it. But then anyone who has seen the movie or the play Camelot would know about Excalibur. Any kid who has seen Disney�s The Sword and the Stone would know about it.�
�What do you know about it now? For real, not some movie.�
She looked into his angry face and realized what this was all about. �So that�s why you�re here. It has nothing to do with Damon. You�re here for the sword.�
�So are you,� he said.
�That�s not true. I�m here to see Zoe and for the sword.�
�It�s of no use to you,� he said.
�I wasn�t even sure if the rumors were true,� she murmured.
�What rumors?�
�You know what rumors. That Excalibur is here in Chicago. Embedded in ice, not stone.�
He tightened his hold on her. �Tell me where it is.�
�I don�t know. There�s a lot of ice in a city this size. Not to mention all of Lake Michigan. They�ve had a cold early winter and the lake is frozen along the shoreline in places.�
�The waves should keep it from freezing,� Simon said.
�There are places where the crashing waves have frozen on top of objects. I saw that on the local news earlier tonight.�
�Fine. So all I have to do to get rid of the curse is believe. Great. I believe. The curse should be over now, right?� He looked down at his privates.
�Wrong. You can�t just say the words. You have to mean them.�
�Listen, witch, I�m a vampire from King Arthur�s court. I kill demons. I don�t need you messing with my head. Not that I�d ever allow that to happen.�
�The curse has other ramifications,� she said.
�Like what? I�ve still been able to seek out and destroy demons.�
�Of course you have. I would never interfere with that,� she said.
�Only with my ability to have sex.�
�I was trying to teach you a lesson.�
�You were trying to punish me,� he said.
�That�s not true. I could have done something much worse.�
�Like what?�
�Like give you an erection lasting an entire year. That would have been more painful. I wasn�t trying to hurt you.�
�Liar.�
She ignored his drawled accusation. �I was trying to teach you a lesson,� she repeated.
�I�ve been around over a thousand years. I don�t need a witch like you teaching me anything. I�ll tell you what I believe. I believe I can kill demons. What more is there?�
�A lot more.�
�Right. How could I forget? I believe I�m a vampire and you�re a witch.�
�Those are all facts.�
�What�s wrong with facts?� he demanded.
�Nothing as long as you believe there�s more.�
�More what?�
�Things you can�t see, only feel.�
�Do not give me that shit,� he growled. �Magic is your world, not mine.�
�You were turned by Merlin, so magic is part of your sire�s world.�
�I�m not my sire.�
�No, but you like to be just as mysterious. As for magic, you have the ability to fly. Some would call that magical.�
�Humans, you mean. Humans would call that magical.�
�And vampires. They can�t all fly. Only vampire Demon Hunters. Your line is responsible for the legends that vampires turn into bats and fly, you know.�
�That goes back to the Middle Ages, when people�s eyesight sucked,� he said.
�Your dagger is magical. It has the ability to destroy demons. I�ve heard that a lot of Demon Hunters use a curved sword. A katana.�
�I don�t like curves unless they�re on a woman�� or a witch.� He gave her one of those head-to-toe-I-know-how-to-trigger-your-orgasm looks, which she could have totally ignored had he not in fact known exactly how to trigger her orgasms.
If he said anything about preferring the thrust of a sword or made any other sexual references, she�d have shut him down. Instead he simply initiated eye contact with her. She couldn�t look away.
He knew it. His trademark half smile indicated his confidence and gave her the strength to break off their visual connection.
�You were turned by Merlin,� she said. �I�m a witch in Morgan Le Fay�s line. Merlin and Morgan were hardly BFFs.�
�Some say they were. That she was his prot�g�.�
�You were there,� she retorted. �What do you say?�
�I say that maybe Merlin and Morgan are pulling the strings,� Damon suggested as he entered the room. �Did you ever consider the possibility they�re matchmaking?�
�Never!� Simon went on to mutter a string of foreign words she suspected were all curses.
�Yeah, what he said.� Pru impatiently shoved her hair away from her face. �Why would they want the two of us to be together?�
�Because the two of them couldn�t be together. I touched base with a vampire friend of mine here in Vamptown, Pat Heller. That�s why I was delayed. He has an impressive collection of ancient books. He�s helped me before. He found a reference in a medieval manuscript indicating that while powerful forces kept Merlin and Morgan from being together, at some point in the future their bloodline would be united.�
All this talk about Merlin only served to infuriate Simon. He�d failed on his first mission, and although he hadn�t failed since, it still haunted him that he hadn�t been able to save his liege, King Arthur. He should have been faster, tried harder, done better.
�Leave us, Damon,� he growled.
Damon hesitated.
�You may go,� Pru said.
Her approval increased Simon�s anger but did allow Damon to withdraw. Simon unclenched his fists. He�d gone about this all wrong. As soon as he found Excalibur, all his powers would expand. If the rumors were true, he only had forty-eight hours after his arrival to find it. He�d thought to have Damon help him in his quest, but now he knew he needed this witch.
�Who else is after Excalibur?� she asked.
�Who wouldn�t be?� he said. He had no intention of giving her unnecessary information. She was merely a means to an end.
Right. Like that turned out so well that last time you used her as a means to an end.
�All you have to do is cast a locator spell,� Simon said.
�It�s not that easy.�
�Are you saying you don�t know how to do a locator spell?�
�Of course I do.�
�Then what�s the problem?�
�You are.�
�Meaning what? That you won�t help me?�
�Meaning locator spells work best on finding a person. If it�s an item then you can�t cast a locator spell for something you don�t own.�
�Why not?�
�Because it goes against the laws of nature.�
�Bollocks. Don�t give me that.�
�I don�t make the rules.�
�But you can break them. I�m sure it wouldn�t be the first time.�
�If you once owned and then lost Excalibur then I might be able to help. Emphasis on the �might.� Did you lose it?�
He had in a manner of speaking. If he�d gotten to Mordred sooner, then he could have saved Arthur, and Excalibur wouldn�t have been thrown to the Lady of the Lake, aka Morgan. �Yes,� he said.
All her attempts at using a locator spell failed except for the last one, which had minimal success. �It�s definitely in Chicago,� she said.
�Tell me something I don�t know.�
�Not the North Side, not the South Side. Downtown Chicago. We need to look for a large collection of ice.� She appeared pale and swayed on her feet. �I�m feeling light-headed after all the magic I�ve performed. I�m done for tonight.�
Simon scooped her up and carried her to the huge bed at the opposite end of the loft. �Get some rest. We�ll start again tomorrow.�
* * *
Pru and Simon spent most of the next day checking various venues with no success. She�d tried several locator spells but again, no success. She did sense they were getting closer as they systematically made their way east, toward Lake Michigan, until they eventually reached the Millennium Park Ice Rink, which was closed and deserted. It was nearly eleven at night.
Pru stood still for a moment, struck by the illuminated beauty of Chicago�s world-famous skyline. The night air left a chill on her cheeks and the tip of her nose, but her goose bumps weren�t caused by the cold. �Talk about an outdoor rink with a view.�
�Stop sightseeing and start locating,� Simon ordered. �Stay focused.�
�I�m focusing,� she said.
Despite the fact that they were focused, or perhaps because of it, one second they were alone in the deserted ice rink and the next they were surrounded by vampires. They all wore black, no surprise there.
�I�m Lawrence, leader of the Gold Coast vamps. You�re trespassing,� the tallest one growled, flashing his fangs at them. He oozed wealth, power, and entitlement. His expressionless face reminded her of someone who had had Botox gone wrong. His eyes were entirely black, which was entirely creepy. �This is Gold Coast territory. You have no right to be here.�
�And you have no right hiring mercenary demons,� Simon said. �That�s why they turned to demon dust last night. Because they were hired help.�
�It was an experiment gone awry,� Lawrence said. �But that�s our business, not yours.� His look turned even more menacing. �You and your pet witch aren�t welcome here.�
�I have a license that says otherwise.� Simon�s voice was calm, but Pru knew him well enough to realize that beneath that unflappable surface, he was ready to strike out.
She wasn�t sure what she could do to help. She knew that Simon was a legendary fighter, but he was outnumbered twelve to one. Glancing down at her hand, she saw her amulet ring. Lifting the top, she revealed a tiny mirror and whispered the spell.
�Mirror, mirror, get us out of here.�
An instant later, she was back where she began much earlier that day. At Damon�s loft. But she was alone.
�What�s going on?� Damon demanded.
�Simon needs help. I left him surrounded by angry Gold Coast vamps.�
�Where?�
�The ice rink at Millennium Park.�
She�d barely spoken the last word when Damon was gone. Damn, vampires move freaky fast. The spell she�d recited only worked if the witch doing it was in immediate danger. Since she was back safe at the loft, she couldn�t use it.
She�d have to risk flying again. Witches were never intended to fly unlimited miles. At least modern witches weren�t. That�s why airplanes were invented.
She arrived at the ice rink in one piece, but it was close. She�d almost gotten beaned by the Bean, the famous sculpture in the park.
She expected to find Simon and Damon battling angry vampires with perhaps a few hired demons thrown into the mix. Instead she saw Simon and Damon high-fiving each other and the dozen vampires from the Gold Coast clan. She�d never seen vampires do that before, but she supposed it was better than ripping each other apart or tearing each other�s heads off.
Their laughter stopped the moment they saw her.
�What�s going on?� She tried to sound calm even though she wasn�t.
�Witches aren�t welcome,� the tall one said. What was his name again? Lawrence. Yeah, Lawrence the self-proclaimed leader and obvious witch hater. The snot.
�She�s with me,� Simon said.
�She was casting a locator spell. Do I need to remind you that any supernatural items in Gold Coast territory belong to our clan?� Lawrence said.
�In most cases, that�s true,� Simon agreed.
�But not in your case?�
�I�m not at liberty to say.�
�Perhaps if you told me what you�re looking for, we could help you find it,� Lawrence said.
�That�s very thoughtful of you, but not necessary,� Simon said. �I don�t need your help.�
�Yet you need the help of a witch?�
�I enjoy her company.�
�What about you, witch? Do you enjoy his company, too?� Lawrence said.
They were leering at her as if she was a camp follower. Or in their case, a vamp camp follower.
Simon reached out and pulled her close to him, shifting his hand to the back of her neck. �Of course she does.�
�Yet she deserted you at the first sign of trouble,� Lawrence pointed out.
Simon shrugged. �What can I say? You intimidated her.�
He gently squeezed his fingers on her nape, warning her to stay silent.
�So the poor little witch is afraid of the big bad vampire?�
They all laughed. Even Damon, who had been standing nearby but stayed out of the conversation.
Perhaps sensing that Pru was nearing the end of her rope, Simon said, �Are we done here?�
�For now,� Lawrence said. �It�s been informative meeting you, Simon. Safe travels.�
�Right back at ya,� Pru muttered under her breath.
The group of vampires disappeared as quickly as they�d appeared.
Pulling away from Simon, she turned to face him. �How dare you��
He silenced her by putting his finger over her lips. �Not here.� Turning his attention to Damon, he said, �Shall we head on out?�
Damon nodded.
�Allow me.� Simon put his arms around Pru so that her body rested against his. He wrapped his trench coat around her as he went airborne. Since her face was buried in his neck she couldn�t see where they were going, and she didn�t like it. She sensed that he was able to move much faster than she could and that he could control the speed with which he moved. She also sensed that she wanted him. Wanted him bad. But couldn�t have him because she�d cursed him.
�Back in one piece,� he announced as he set her on her feet.
She breathed in the scent of him. He really shouldn�t still have this kind of sexual power over her. She shouldn�t still love him.
�Pru?�
�Hmm?�
�Are you okay?�
She stepped back and glared at him. �No, I�m not okay. I do not appreciate being laughed at by a gang of vampires.�
He glared right back at her. �And I don�t appreciate being cursed by a witch.�
She wasn�t sure how it happened, but somehow his mouth was on hers in a kiss that was as fierce as it was raw. He moved so fast he stole her breath, but it was his passion that stole her heart. He slid his tongue past her parted lips to tickle the roof of her mouth before tangling with her tongue in an erotic thrust and parry that made her want more. But she could tell he wasn�t ready to break the curse himself, and she couldn�t do it for him.
As difficult as it was for her, she pulled away.
�I can�t make you believe if you don�t,� she said before walking out.

CHAPTER FOUR

�Navy Pier is a neutral zone. Sort of the vampire version of Switzerland,� Simon told Pru the next morning as he escorted her toward the Holiday Ice Sculpture Festival taking place on the Chicago tourist spot. �It actually juts out into the lake and the lake is also a neutral zone.�
�Fascinating, I�m sure,� Pru said. She wasn�t feeling real cheerful today. Memories of his kiss had kept her awake half the night.
�Time is running out,� Simon reminded her.
Thinking about running made her glance down at her footwear. She was wearing her magic kick-ass boots today. Contrary to popular fashion, they were not four-inch-high stilettos. Hers were more along the line of blinged-out red leather cowboy boots. Looks were nice, but the main thing was that she could run in them. Run really fast. And kick really hard.
Because when one was dealing with vampires and demons, the ability to move quickly was important. Yes, she could do a disappearing spell, but there were occasions when there was no time to speak one word. And she could hardly go airborne when she was surrounded by humans in the middle of the day. Witches were supposed to stay under the radar.
Had she stayed back in Boston, she would have been working at the Spirit Wellness Center today, seeing patients and working on ways to help them heal.
Instead here she was in Chicago with the vampire Demon Hunter who had seduced her and deserted her. The vampire Demon Hunter she�d cursed. The vampire Demon Hunter she was now helping in his quest to find Excalibur before someone else did.
They�d driven into the city, using a car for a change. Pru had tried to press Simon for more answers. He�d evaded answering just as he�d evaded the crazy drivers skimming through on red lights. He had told her about the forty-eight-hour deadline and reminded her that a powerful and indestructible weapon like Excalibur could not fall into the wrong hands. As in demon hands. Or even in Gold Coast vampire hands.
Then he�d gone on to grumble over the fact that they�d had to borrow Zoe�s red Mini instead of Damon�s top-of-the-line black Porsche. Apparently Damon didn�t let anyone borrow his car, not even his sire. She couldn�t blame him. Simon drove like he did everything else, fast. He�d slowed down when he had sex with her. Then he�d taken all night, working her body for hours of bliss.
She�d already had a restless night dreaming of Simon. She didn�t need to be thinking about having sex with him when she was awake.
The ice festival opened today at noon and they�d arrived right on time. The cheerful sound of �Jingle Bells� sung by a children�s chorus filled the frigid air.
Looking around at the crowd gathered for the Holiday Ice Sculpture Festival, Pru didn�t detect any supernaturals, unless you counted the mom of five who was able to keep all her kids well behaved. If that wasn�t magical, Pru didn�t know what was.
Then she saw them. Lawrence, the tall Botox vampire who had confronted them at the Millennium Park Ice Rink the night before, and two of his sidekicks.
�Out enjoying the sights?� he asked her.
�Yes. I�ve never been to Navy Pier before.�
Simon put his arm around her, staking his claim. He did so with such emphasis that he might as well have had her wear a T-shirt that said �SHE�S MINE.�
Instead she was wearing a holiday red down jacket over layers of cashmere and denim to stay warm. The jaunty red Santa hat on her head had been put there by one of the young workers at the entrance. They hadn�t even attempted to put one on Simon. One look from his glacier-cold eyes and they�d quickly stepped away.
�Navy Pier is neutral territory,� Simon curtly reminded the other vampire.
�I�m here to make sure it stays that way,� Lawrence said.
�So am I,� Damon said as he and Zoe joined them.
Pru was not expecting them, but she could tell by the pissed-off look Simon shot her that he thought she was responsible for their appearance. Simon preferred working alone. He�d done so for over a millennium. The closer they got to the deadline, the more you would think he would welcome help. But no, Simon was the opposite.
He�d forbidden her from telling anyone about their quest. The more who knew, the greater the risk. So she�d sworn on her family�s Book of Spells not to say anything about the sword.
But she had let it slip to Zoe that she and Simon would be visiting Navy Pier today. She hadn�t seen the harm in that. After all, she was borrowing her friend�s car.
�Calling in reinforcements?� Lawrence taunted Simon.
�They�re not here on my account,� Simon said.
�Maybe they�re looking for the same thing you are?� Lawrence said.
�Peace and quiet, you mean? If so, they won�t find it here,� Pru said. �This place is full of tourists.�
�And demons?� Lawrence asked. �After all, Damon and Simon are hunters.�
Personally Pru thought that one of the ice sculptors looked like he could be a demon, with his stained flannel shirt and tattoo-laden burly arms. He�d created a lacy ice snowflake design that looked more angelic than demonic. But maybe that was to throw them off.
�If you were worried about demons, you shouldn�t have hired them as mercenaries,� Simon told Lawrence.
Lawrence shrugged. �Good help is hard to find. As it turns out, it was an experiment gone wrong and you may have done us a favor by destroying them.�
Was that why they�d all been high-fiving each other at the ice rink last night? Here she�d been afraid Simon was in danger and instead they were all buddy-buddy now? If she lived forever, she�d never understand vampires.
�Since I did a favor for the Gold Coast clan, do one for me. Stop following us,� Simon said with a dangerously hard edge to his voice.
�Or?� Lawrence said.
�You don�t want to find out.� Simon turned his back and walked away, dragging Pru with him.
Zoe hurried after them. �Wait up!�
�I told you to keep your mouth shut.� Simon�s anger was reflected in his expression as he glared down at Pru before Zoe joined them.
�Is there a problem?� Zoe asked.
Simon flashed his charming smile. Pru knew him well enough to recognize that it wasn�t real. His real smile could almost make you forgive him anything. Except walking out on her in London. Okay, she might even have forgiven that if he hadn�t had sex with her simply because she was a descendant of Morgan Le Fay�s. He�d told her as much. And been rather proud of himself in doing so.
What witch wouldn�t curse him? Actually, she hadn�t realized at the time that she had the power to truly curse him. Normally that didn�t happen. Not between a witch and a vampire. But because of her ties to Morgan and his to Merlin, their situation was different.
Yes, she�d wanted to teach him a lesson, but if the truth be told, she hadn�t cast the curse in a premeditated manner. He�d hurt her so badly she�d reacted instinctively. She was the one who should have learned a lesson, because despite everything that had happened between them, that kiss last night had proved she still had feelings for him.
There was no telling what Simon�s feelings for her might be. He certainly wasn�t telling her.
�We�re fine,� Simon told Zoe. �Go stay with Damon.�
And leave us alone. He hadn�t said the words, but Zoe got the message. After checking with Pru, who nodded, Zoe left.
Pru was suddenly distracted by a strong sense of�� something. Something aside from Simon. Something powerful. Something from their world, not the mortal one.
�It�s close by,� Pru said.
�How close by?� Simon demanded. Looking over her shoulder, he scanned the area with narrowed eyes. �Down this aisle?� He pointed left. �Or that one?� He pointed right. �There have to be dozens of bloody ice sculptures here.�
�I don�t know.� His anger was getting to her. �What am I, your personal compass? Your magical GPS?�
�Stay focused,� he said curtly. �Which of these ice sculptures seems suspicious to you?�
�The one with a naked mermaid on top of Santa�s sleigh seems in suspicious taste to me,� she said before very quietly adding, �I don�t have the ability to sense demons the way you do.�
�I know.� He took her hand in his with such gentleness that she wondered if it was his way of apologizing. �Let�s check out Santa�s naked helper.�
As they got closer, Pru realized the mermaid wasn�t actually nude. There was the impression of a bandeau top across her ample breasts. Which made sense, given that this was a family event and there were kids in the crowd. Pru was impressed with the detail on the scales of the mermaid�s tail.
The sculpture was certainly different from the other representations of snowmen, snowflakes, and Santa with his sleigh.
Holiday Gift from the Waves was the title. Vin Roget was listed as the artist.
�I�m not picking up anything,� Simon said. �What about you?�
She was picking up plenty and it was all tied to Simon�s hand holding hers, his skin against hers, his fingers intertwined with hers. This wasn�t the first time he�d touched her since his return. He�d put his hand on the back of her neck the night before at the ice rink. And he�d done the same a few minutes ago when faced with the Gold Coast vamps.
Those gestures had been about possession. But him holding her hand now was different. It reminded her of their time in London, dodging raindrops as they�d left Vicki and Al�s place, otherwise known as the Victoria and Albert Museum, in a downpour. Sharing tea at the Ritz. Sharing his bed in his hotel room for days on end.
The attraction had been instant and irresistible. At least on her part. And as much as she�d hoped that things were different now, that powerful sexual bond between them had not dimmed at all.
Pru returned her attention to the ice sculpture. There was something about it�� a mermaid, tied to the lure of the water, to dangerous sirens luring sailors to harm, to lighthouses to protect the men from crashing onto the rocks.
She looked out on the choppy waters of the lake. The city was living up to its windy title today.
Then she saw it. �There.� Pru pointed to the lighthouse sitting offshore on a breakwall. �It could be there.�

CHAPTER FIVE

The lighthouse, with its red roof and tower, was detached from the mainland, which would have made getting to it a challenge unless you were a vampire. Or a witch. Or a demon. Or a bunch of demons.
They swarmed overhead the instant Simon and Pru arrived. She felt like she�d just stepped into Hitchcock�s classic The Birds. As they swooped closer, she saw they looked more like the flying monkeys in The Wizard of Oz. Shit. That image was in her Top Five list of personal terrors. Shit, shit, shit. She quickly did a demon protection spell that Zoe had told her about, but for some reason it wasn�t working on these demons.
�They are Ancients!� Simon shouted above the piercing whirring the demons� flight created.
�Mordred sent us to retrieve his sword Excalibur. We are his followers,� they chanted in unison.
�It�s not his. It never was!� Simon yelled at them, slashing those who came too close with his demon daggers. He had one in each hand.
As the Ancients continued to descend, one swooped lower and knocked Pru down. The impact knocked the breath out of her, leaving her unable to speak. She scrambled over the uneven ground, trying to escape.
Seeing her fall, Simon howled and went full vamp. His fangs were fully emerged and ready to rip the demon to shreds. But a slew of Ancients landed between him and Pru, flapping their razor-sharp wings and preventing him from getting to her.
They dragged their claws across his chest, ripping away his clothing and slashing his skin. Still he battled on, coming closer to the rocky edge of the breakwall. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw it. Excalibur. There amidst the frosty rocks, embedded in the ice with the hilt of the sword sticking out.
Warding off the blows and claws, he leapt toward Excalibur. Gripping the hilt in his hands, he could feel the power generated by the legendary weapon. It traveled up his arm to his core, but as hard as Simon yanked on it, he couldn�t pull Excalibur free.
�You have to believe,� Pru called out even as she struggled with the terror consuming her at the onslaught of demons surrounding her.
�Believe, Demon Hunter,� they mocked him before tearing the Santa hat from Pru�s head. �Believe I am going to kill your witch.� One had her by the hair now as he yanked her head back. �Watch me.�
Roaring his rage, Simon abandoned Excalibur to save her. The demons immediately tossed her aside and focused on Simon. She almost fell onto the rocks and into the lake but somehow managed to prevent herself from slipping. This was not the time to wish she knew how to swim.
Her head was still ringing from making contact with the ground. She crawled toward Excalibur and tried to pull it free but couldn�t. She lacked the strength or the power or the belief or something. But she still had her boots. She kicked a demon who tried to stop her and get to the sword. He went tumbling, horned head over clawed heels, before bursting into flames. One down, forty to go. Yes, her boots were spelled to be a weapon, but her magic was no match for these Ancients� demon power. She couldn�t kick them fast enough. There were simply too many.
�Save yourself!� Simon shouted at her. He was covered in demons, crawling all over him, slashing him with their claws and rancid teeth.
�I�m not leaving you. I love you, dammit!� She refused to let him die. She would not use her powers, severely dwindled as they were from the continued battle, to transport her away. She wasn�t able to transport Simon with her. It killed her that she couldn�t do more to help him, but, aside from her boots, nothing she did, no spell she cast, had any effect on these demons.
�How sweet,� a demon drawled as she was pinned down by a bunch of Ancients. �You love him.� He started choking her. �Too bad for you. Too bad for him.�
Tears blurred her vision as she watched Simon continue to fight on but weaken with each additional injury they inflicted upon him. Blood poured from his wounds until he was completely vanquished. The screaming demonic horde took Simon by the arms and legs and tossed him over the edge of the lake.
Nooooo! Her scream was silent as she couldn�t speak because the demon strangling her continued his pressure. Her throat was closing up and she was about to black out. Simon was gone. Her heart was broken. She wanted to destroy those who had destroyed Simon, but she was losing consciousness.
She closed her eyes and remembered Simon as she�d first met him, standing outside the hotel in London, bumping into her and smiling that endearing smile of his. Had she fallen for him then and there? Yes. He was the one. The only one for her.
Swirls of red filled her mind. Her eyes fluttered open one last time�� to see Simon!
Was he real or was she imagining him? Bellowing what sounded like a battle cry, he stood with Excalibur in hand, slaying Ancients as if they were ants.
He turned into a demon-slaying machine, slicing and dicing his way through them all with ruthless precision and power. Demon body parts went flying as they disintegrated or burst into flames. She was afraid to watch yet afraid to turn away.
The battle was soon over.
Dropping to his knees, Simon cradled Pru in his left arm. He kept Excalibur in his right hand as he kept a vigilant guard for more trouble.
�How�?� she croaked, unable to say more.
�Let�s get out of here.� He helped her stand and held her close. The demons had torn his trench coat and sweater to shreds and his wounds were still healing. His clothing and hair were wet from his being thrown into the water. Yet he�d never looked better to her.
She felt the press of the flat side of the sword as he placed Excalibur behind the small of her back and tugged her close. The power of the legendary weapon dating back to Camelot enveloped her. She was rejuvenated.
Her throat healed and her strength returned.
She felt Simon tense, ready to do battle again as one remaining demon raggedly crawled up from the rocks. Putting her arm on Simon�s hand, she told him, �I�ve got this.�
�Are you sure?� He remained poised with lethal intent.
She nodded, feeling the need to confront her fears. �I have to do this.� Otherwise she�d have nightmares of how she hadn�t been able to fight fiercely enough. Besides, she sensed that this final demon had little fight left in him. His movements were feeble, but that could be an act. She was afraid, yes, but had a newfound sense of power that gave her the courage to make a statement. That power had come from the legendary sword, but there was no time now to think about the magical abilities of Excalibur.
Gently setting Simon aside, she approached the demon and then kicked him in the face with such force he disintegrated. �That�s for trying to kill the vampire I love,� she growled, before looking down at her badly scuffed red bedazzled cowboy boots. �I always knew these were kick-ass boots.�
�That was the last of the evil Ancients,� Simon said.
�Are you sure?�
He nodded.
�Can you fly with that thing?� She pointed to Excalibur.
He took her hand in his. �I can do better than that.� With a wave of the mighty sword, they were transported back to the loft.
�I�m impressed,� she said.
�You used a transport spell with your ring.�
�Yeah, but I�m a witch and you�re��
�In freaking love with you,� he growled. �I almost lost you.� Before she could respond, he whisked her into the huge shower. His announcement made her hands shake, so he removed her torn clothes and his own with his vamp freaky fast speed.
She welcomed the warm water washing over her, removing the stench of the demon battle. She also welcomed Simon�s hands on her breasts as he rubbed soap over her with intense tenderness. He then moved on to her arms and stomach and lower. He slid his slick fingers into her, creating a friction that had her climaxing again and again.
Excalibur remained in the shower with them. The sword shimmered in the steamy confines, resting on the tiled shower floor as Simon pulled Pru against his hardness. She cupped the tip of his erection and brushed her thumb over the moist head.
�Welcome back. I�ve missed you,� she said, running her fingers up and down his shaft.
Simon had not only recovered Excalibur; he�d also broken the curse Pru had placed on him. He didn�t seem to hold a grudge. Instead he held her steady as she knelt down and seduced him with her tongue before taking him in her mouth. His hands massaged her scalp before clenching in her hair as sounds of his pleasure were ripped from his mouth. Then he pulled her to her feet and backed her against the tiled shower wall.
She wrapped her legs around his waist and held on. He felt sooooo good as he slid inside her with one powerful thrust, filling her completely. He went on to create pure rapture with each additional thrust. Her pleasure built�� and built�� until it was insanely wild.
Finally, the force of their joining made the walls of her vagina clench as her orgasm took over. Her spasms grew until they were a mind-blowing force, erasing everything except for wave after wave of infinitely raw ecstasy.
Digging her fingers into his shoulders, she screamed his name. He came soon after.
Pru was hazy as he turned off the shower and dried her off. He carried her past a Christmas tree with white lights, no doubt a surprise from Zoe.
Simon was Pru�s present, in all his naked magnificence. She�d seen the scars across his chest but had never asked him about them. She hadn�t wanted to pry. She still didn�t.
She didn�t realize she was tracing them with her fingertip until Simon took her hand in his.
He gently placed her on the huge bed and then joined her. Excalibur was on the foot of the black satin sheets.
�Are you afraid someone is going to steal it?� she said.
�No, it�s mine now. So are you. I won�t lose you again.� He rested his forehead against hers. �It was you. You were the tipping point,� he whispered.
When she�d first asked him to believe, Simon had dismissed her words. He�d assumed she was asking if he had a soul or a heart. Ever since he�d slaughtered those humans after he�d first been turned, he�d been undead yet dead inside. The ability to love had been lost to him when he was no longer human. So he�d long suspected the answer was no, he had no heart and no soul. Therefore the concept of a soul mate was completely alien to him.
Until he�d met Pru. She had changed everything.
Even then, he�d fought it, run from it, denied it. Until that moment on the breakwall, when he�d been too weak to battle on. He�d seen her out of the corners of his swollen eyes and finally known what it was to believe. What it was to love. What it was to have a soul mate.
It had almost been too late. But he�d grabbed for Excalibur on his way down into the frigid waters of the lake. The sword had come away easily, as if it had been in butter, not entombed in ice. With it, his power had returned tenfold.
�It was you,� he said gruffly. �It wasn�t bloody magic. Hell, maybe it was. I don�t know.�
�I thought they�d vanquished you,� she said unsteadily.
He wiped away her tears. �They almost did.� He brushed his thumb over her parted lips. �You�re the one. My soul mate. And that changed everything. Excalibur has encircled you. And you know what that means.�
She nodded. �So the legend is true?�
�That soul mates protected by Excalibur live forever? Yes, it�s true.�
�It�s what I wished for,� she whispered.
�What?�
�Never mind,� she said, kissing his scars.
As he took her into his arms once more, Simon could have sworn he saw something beside the Christmas tree�the shadowy image of Santa perhaps? No, it was Merlin and Morgan, holding hands before giving him a thumbs-up and then fading away. Simon knew his love for Pru would never fade. He and Pru would be together forever thanks to Excalibur�s legendary magic.
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CHAPTER ONE

When Sierra Brennan opened the door to her new house in Chicago, she didn�t expect to find a naked man standing there. A very hot, sexy, well-built and well-hung man, looking like he was hungover. He made no attempt to cover up while she made every effort to keep her eyes on his face and not his privates.
�Thank God you�re here,� a woman wearing a corset and little else said from right beside Sexy Naked Guy. Sexy Naked Trespassing Guy. �What took you so long?�
�What do you mean what took me so long?� Sierra said.
�Who are you talking to?� Sexy Naked Guy asked. His voice was low and rough.
�Your girlfriend,� Sierra said.
�I don�t have a girlfriend,� he said.
�Look, I don�t care what your relationship is with her, but you are both trespassing so you need to leave right now. As soon as you get dressed, I mean.�
�I�m the only one here,� he said.
�Clearly that�s not true as I am here as well.� She punched 911 into her smart phone.
He moved closer and looked deep into her eyes. He had chocolate brown eyes and thick lashes. His chiseled cheekbones made his face as sexy as the rest of his chiseled body. �You don�t want to do that.�
�You really don�t want to do that,� the corseted woman said.
Sierra already knew what she didn�t want. She didn�t want to screw up her chance to inherit this house. Several others had tried and failed to fulfill the thirty-consecutive-days residency requirement. She�d only met her great-uncle Saul Brennan once yet he�d listed her in his will. Yeah, he�d listed two older cousins before her, but here she was anyway. They hadn�t stayed in the house. She would. Because she had a huge advantage.
Sierra was not afraid of snakes or spiders or things that went bump in the night. Especially things that went bump in the night. That was her specialty.
Sierra saw things most people didn�t. Yes, maybe it was a clich�, but she saw dead people. Ghosts. Spirits who for one reason or another didn�t or couldn�t move on to the other side.
Which was why she was able to write such good paranormal novels. Write what you know. That�s what all the pros said and it was what Sierra did. Her S.J. Brennan books featured a vigilante ghost hunter and the challenges she faced in finding justice and punishment where needed.
Yep, she saw ghosts and she was seeing them now as the corseted woman moved closer and shimmered with translucency. Which meant Sexy Naked Guy was a ghost too, right? She put out her hand to check it out. Her fingertips rested on his bare chest. His solid, bare muscular chest.
�Why aren�t you leaving?� he growled.
She yanked her hand away as if burned. �Because this is my house and you are the squatter.�
�The house is mine,� he said.
�In your dreams,� she said. �Who do you think you are?�
�I know who I am,� he said. �I�m Ronan McCoy. Who are you?�
�Sierra Brennan, the owner of this property.�
�Since when?� he said.
�Since yesterday.�
�Forget him. I need your help,� the ghost said. �My name is Ruby, in case you were wondering.�
�One thing at a time,� Sierra told Ruby. �Get dressed,� she told Sexy Naked Guy. Wait, his name was Ronan.
He looked deep into her eyes once more. �Get out.�
Sierra shook her head. �No way.�
She saw the confusion there before irritation took over. �Leave!� he bellowed.
�You leave,� she bellowed back at him. She�d driven her U-Haul truck nine hours across three states and she was beyond exhausted.
�How long has he been here?� Sierra asked Ruby.
�Who are you talking to?� he demanded.
�He�s been here a few days,� Ruby said. �I�ve been here for decades and decades.�
Sierra frowned. If Ronan was a recent arrival, then he couldn�t be the reason Ruby hadn�t crossed over. He obviously couldn�t see Ruby. She should have realized that Ruby was a ghost faster than she had, but Sierra chalked that up to the fact that she was so tired. Usually she could tell a ghost from a human, but nothing about this Saturday had been usual.
She�d done a book signing at nine this morning in Ohio. There had been a good turnout, but a majority of the audience had wanted her to pass on a message to their departed love ones. Sierra had to tell them that she wasn�t a clairvoyant, she was a writer.
Yes, her books revolved around ghosts, but that didn�t mean they were real. That was her story and she always stuck to it. The rest was between her and the ghosts she helped to the other side. She wasn�t about to reveal her ghost whisperer side to the general public. She knew all too well the stigma that carried, the mocking laughter when she�d told friends as a child that she saw ghosts. She�d been labeled weird and ostracized. Ever since then, she�d been careful not to reveal her hidden talent.
Sierra would deal with Ruby the Ghost later. First she needed to get rid of Naked Ronan. �Look, I don�t know why you think you have a right to be here,� Sierra said. �But I�m telling you that the previous occupants did not fulfill the requirements of the will.�
Ruby raised her hand and had a sheepish look in her translucent face. �That may have been my fault.�
�I had a feeling,� Sierra muttered.
Ronan frowned. �You had a feeling about what? No, don�t answer because I don�t care.�
What kind of man stood there so arrogantly while so naked? An extremely ripped one. Not in a bodybuilder-weird kind of way but in a six-pack, shoulda-been-in-the-movie-Magic-Mike kinda way.
Sierra was finding it increasingly difficult to keep her gaze above his neck. Okay, she�d sneaked a peek down to his navel once or twice. And maybe she had mistakenly looked even lower.
Right, who was she kidding? She�d seen him in all his glory. His nudity rattled her.
Keeping her own self-preservation in mind, she had her phone in one hand while her other hand was in her purse, her fingers curled around a can of pepper spray. Because the bottom line here was that she was facing an angry naked guy and that was not a positive in the security department.
A knock at the door at her back startled her. She yanked it open to find a man standing there, flashing a badge of some kind at her.
�That was fast,� she said. She must have pushed the 911 button without realizing it, and they�d used the GPS on her phone to locate her. �Come in.�
�I�m Damon Thornheart. Is there a problem?� he said.
�He�s the problem.� She turned back to Ronan to find that he�d donned a pair of jeans. That was also fast, but it didn�t change the fact that he didn�t belong in her house. �Get rid of him, please.�
* * *
Ronan McCoy couldn�t believe this was happening to him. He�d spent the past century waiting to come home and now that he had, this woman with the bad attitude and great breasts was getting in his way.
Which was why Ronan welcomed the arrival of fellow vampire Damon Thornheart. Ronan wasn�t sure why he hadn�t been able to compel the woman to leave. Maybe it had something to do with the fact that he�d been an indentured vampire for nearly the past hundred years.
Ronan had been turned on the battlefield in World War I in May of 1918. The trench warfare in northern France had been brutally bloody. Hundreds of thousands had been injured, Ronan among them. But his torture hadn�t ended with his death. It had only begun.
He ruthlessly shut those thoughts down. He refused to let his past dictate his future. His immortal future.
Yes, Baron Voz had sired him, but unlike most vampires, Voz had kept Ronan indentured to him for almost a century, forcing Ronan to do his bidding and his killing.
But Ronan was done with that now. When he�d left Chicago to head off to war in Europe, he�d promised his sister Adele that he�d come back. He was keeping that promise. Their mother had died in a freak boating accident on Lake Michigan in the summer of 1915. Their father, a physician, had died of a heart attack after Ronan was deployed to Europe. Ronan had received the news when he�d arrived in France. He only had his sister left, and her letters had kept him going for the months before his death.
So here he was, home again. The returning warrior. Yeah, right.
�She won�t leave,� Ronan told Damon.
�Damn right, I won�t,� she said. �The house is mine. I have the paperwork to prove it.� She dug in her purse. �No, wait, it�s here. I could have sworn�� Yes, here it is.� She handed over the forms. �These prove I am the owner of this property.�
�Of the house, yes, but not the property,� Damon said after looking over the paperwork.
�What do you mean?� she said.
�That you have apparent ownership of the house, but not the land it sits on or is surrounded by.�
�You mean the small front yard and back yard?� she said.
Damon nodded. �That�s right.�
�How is that possible?� she demanded.
Damon shrugged. �You�ll have to take it up with your attorney.�
�He�s just left on a two-week cruise to Antarctica. I can�t contact him while he�s away.�
�Then you�ll have to wait until he comes back.�
�No way,� she said.
�Why not?� Damon said.
�Because the clock starts ticking today.�
�What clock?� Ronan demanded.
�Never mind. You still haven�t said why you�re here. Where is your proof that you have any right to be here?� she asked Ronan.
Her glare at his still-bare chest let him know that she wanted to add, Where is your shirt? Hmm, maybe he could read her mind and get rid of her that way.
Ronan concentrated on Sierra, taking in everything about her from her shoulder-length auburn hair to her green eyes to her great breasts. She had a cute nose and a stubborn chin. She grabbed her documents from Damon�s hands with slim fingers.
Ronan wondered if she�d be so confrontational if she knew she was facing a pair of vampires.
Reminding himself that he was supposed to be trying to read her mind, he refocused his attention. She was angry. She was tired. She was concentrating on the papers and then looking over his shoulder. What was she looking at?
He turned but saw nothing there. He returned to Sierra. She was wearing black pants, a lime green top that hugged her breasts, and a pair of gold Cladaugh earrings. With her coloring, the auburn hair, pale skin, and green eyes, he figured her heritage was Irish. So was his. But she was a mere human while he was not.
Ronan breathed her in. All his senses were powerfully heightened to vampire strength. Her scent was tantalizing. He could hear her pulse swishing through her body. He focused in on the slight quiver of the carotid artery in her neck.
As an indentured vampire, Ronan had had to kill more humans than he wanted. But that was over. He�d worked hard to develop his vampire self-control. That didn�t mean he wasn�t tempted, not only by her artery but also by her curvy body. His afterlife would be much simpler if she�d just obey his compulsion.
He didn�t sense anything different about her from other women he�d come in contact with over the decades. Mind-reading was a talent he�d developed over time, but even that skill was difficult where she was concerned.
He sensed all kinds of strange thoughts in her head. Deadlines, iceberg images, a woman in a corset. Whoa. Where had that last one come from? Maybe he�d mistaken Sierra�s earlier appreciative looks at his body. Maybe that wasn�t her thing. Maybe women in corsets were her thing.
Not that it mattered. Sierra�s sexual orientation was irrelevant. She had to go and she had to go now. Ronan needed the house to himself. This was his family�s home and therefore it was his if he wanted it according to Vampire law. And he wanted it. Badly. The secret to saving his sister�s soul was somewhere in this house.
Besides, the house was located smack-dab in the middle of Vamptown, a Chicago neighborhood inhabited mostly by vampires. This was no place for a human woman, even if she was one with courage and a surprisingly strong stubborn streak.
�She has to go,� Ronan told Damon.
Nodding, Damon stepped closer to Sierra and looked into her eyes. �You need to leave.�
�No way!� She narrowed her eyes, her increasing anger and frustration very evident. �I don�t think you are being an impartial person in this situation. In fact, I want your badge number so I can report you to your superior.�
Frowning, Damon looked at Ronan. His message was clear. Damon hadn�t had any better luck compelling her than Ronan had. Which on the one hand, made Ronan feel like he wasn�t incapable after all. But on the other hand, it meant they were stuck with her for now.
�You two work it out,� Damon abruptly told them before turning on his heel to walk out.
As Head of Security in Vamptown, Damon was no doubt going to check out every detail about Sierra Brennan. Meanwhile, Ronan had a situation to handle.
�What kind of cop are you?� Sierra shouted after Damon.
�He�s the kind with fangs,� Ronan drawled sarcastically. �Welcome to the neighborhood.�
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