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            PREVIOUSLY, IN SWEET PEA

          

        

      

    

    
      Shortly before Halloween in the quaint mountain town of Sweet Pea, new residents arrived. The Hell’s Bells motorcycle crew was sent straight from the Bowels of Hell itself to undo the purity and charm of the little town. Their leader, King Beleth, was confident of his mission’s success until he met Josie Benoit, kitchen witch and part of a local coven.

      When a string of local, violent crimes pop up in Sweet Pea, Josie and her coven have their eye on the demon crew, but the rest of Sweet Pea grows suspicious of the witches.

      Bell’s curiosity and Josie’s bravery bring them together to investigate the murders, and then natural chemistry draws them further together still. The murderer, a spiteful local angry with the town for considering selling their former family land, tries to frame Josie but ends up caught by Bell, sealing his bond with Josie and leaving them both in a slight state of confusion about where their relationship might go next.

      Three months later…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          
            KNIT NIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      Solitude. Quiet. Peace. Concentration. All the principles June Byrne valued so highly, the qualities that attracted her to the practice of knitting. The rhythm of her needles—in, wrap, out—was soothing and regular. Reliable. It occupied a part of her mind that wanted to start spinning madly when left idle.

      So why, in all that was good and private and simple and clean—other concepts she was very much a fan of—had she agreed to host a knit night?

      "Oh! You are too funny," Mrs. Montgomery crowed, the rocking chair she had installed in June's shop—June's shop—squeaking at a new pace with the older woman's laughter.

      Yes, Mrs. Montgomery was certainly, in part, responsible for this horrible idea. She had used some kind of previously undiscovered witchcraft to pry the promise of a twice monthly—absolutely no more, not on June's life—late evening at June's sacred Knots and Knittery to host local crafters for some 'much needed socializing.'

      June shuddered and flinched as the other women joined Mrs. Montgomery in their giggles and simpering.

      "I never joke about medieval warfare, ladies."

      More giggles, squawks, blushes. Montgomery's rocking chair—June would burn it one day—squeaking a little faster.

      June tried to resist the impulse, but her eyes lifted from her project, crashing into the laughter of the demon Ashtaroth's gaze on hers.

      Bastard, June thought, eyes falling back to her sweater, staring blankly at it for a moment as if she'd forgotten a basic knit in the round—a stitch she could perform in a dark theater, napping on her couch, even pick up and work a little at a stoplight.

      Ashtaroth was, undoubtedly, the other influence to blame for arranging the knit nights. He hadn't missed one. And oh, he drew them in. The young women who'd left their children with their husbands for a few hours of respite, the local matrons—like Mrs. Montgomery—who only came in to wrinkle their nose and ask for acrylic, even June's stalwart customers, who stashed beautiful wool yarn like dragons and appreciated a good heritage blend with her when it came in from the farms. Oddly, the demon was one of the latter category. Even June could admit that the sweater he'd been working on since the first day she'd met him was a real thing of beauty.

      In spite of the fact that he seemed hell bent on sabotaging his own project.

      The giggles trailed off as footsteps thudded over to her refuge behind the desk. The group of women had invited her out to join them in their gossipy little circle the first few nights, after the coven's success on Samhain had driven up her potential popularity. June refused the offers every time. She might be expected to actually talk if she joined them, and that just sounded exhausting.

      A shadow draped over the desk, blocking out the noise of the conversation still humming along in the circle. June dreaded these moments. They came with the soft scratch of the demon's power—like a kitten begging at a glass window—but also with relief. The force of Ashtaroth, Ash as the women all knew him, blocked out the entire rest of the world. For June, who often found the world dizzying and tiresome, he was an untrustworthy shield.

      "Looks like I got myself in a bit of a pickle," he rumbled.

      June blinked and set her own sweater down as Ash rested his project on the desk in front of her, a labyrinthian tangle of yarn presented on his needles.

      "A pickle," June repeated, fingers digging into the lush weave of the lattice cables Ash had stitched in panels on the ribs of his sweater. A feat managed without a pattern. Asshole.

      "Mhm."

      She shouldn't have looked up. She knew better. Ash's beard was twitching, full mouth curling, eyes narrowed with laughter.

      "Wendy could help you," June said, not for the first time.

      Ash sank into a crouch, revealing the women behind him, letting a little of their noise filter toward them. His eyes studied her as June flinched at a sudden rush of laughter.

      "You're faster."

      "That's because these mistakes you make are physically impossible," June muttered, sighing and picking up the sweater at last. She couldn't let him ruin it. It was too beautiful, even if he was only goading her.

      She slipped the right hand needle down, several rows below, and wove it through a few stitches, pulling Ashtaroth's mess off the left needle. Does he know that this is my favorite part? she wondered.

      The tangle of yarn unraveled on the surface of her desk into a swirling illustration of a bird in flight, belly fat and wings stretched, even the details of feathers included. The more she tugged the strand, the faster the bird flew, shrinking into an imaginary distance. June's finger followed the trail of yarn as it slipped over the edge of the desk, wistfulness sweet in her chest. And then she remembered her audience, Ashtaroth's shockingly vibrant aquamarine eyes watching. She hunched over the needles, knitting up the bars of loose yarn until they were whole and tidy again, barely marked by the correction.

      "That'll block right out," she murmured, passing the sweater back to him.

      Ash grinned at her, and June reminded herself that this was a demon who wanted to destroy her home, her coven, herself. And her sister, Imogen. He was charming. He was built like a wall, which June had only recently discovered was a thing for her. He had impeccable taste in yarn and knitwear, which was downright arousing. And if he took one step against anything she loved, she would dig her nails into those pretty eyes of his and tear them out and use them to work the magic to banish him back to the depths of Hell. No matter what it cost her to do so.

      "Do you know what I think?" Ash whispered.

      June swallowed hard, blinking at him, half terrified of letting him continue, and then the wards of her shop tugged and June stood up from her seat with a grateful gasp as the door opened and a young woman stepped inside.

      "Excuse me, I need to see if she needs any help," June said in a rush, Ash chuckling and rising from his crouch—god, those thighs, but June shook them out of her thoughts.

      The women of knit night were already greeting the arrival, a pretty young woman with sheets of black hair and startled dark eyes, who skittered back to the door before finding June at the same moment that June's wards offered a belated little burp of warning.

      "June Byrne," the woman—no, the girl breathed.

      June blinked, drinking in a dozen details at once. The red rimmed eyes, the lack of coat, of purse, the hand still clasped around the handle of her shop door, ready to run, the women of knit night's curiosity. The demon standing behind June's back ripe with power like a visible pulse.

      "Your special order just came in yesterday," June said, drawing up the rare but functional 'retail smile' she tended to forget to use. Wooden, yes, but it did the trick. "It's in the stock room, if you want to follow me."

      The girl blinked, shoulders sagging, shooting Ash another wary glance, but she nodded. She was spelled, June realized, as she passed the younger woman and led her toward the small pantry room where she kept excess stock—or the yarn she wasn't prepared to part with yet. Protection charms draped over her shoulders that chimed happily with June's wards, but hexes too, and June wasn't sure if they were pointed outward or inward, not without digging into the girl properly.

      More Imogen's speed, June thought, and she stepped aside to let the girl walk in first. She hesitated on the threshold, testing June's magic, and then sighed, the two of them closing the door on the crowd of women and the demon outside. June sealed the door with power, tracing a privacy sigil over the grain, and the girl whipped around, eyes widening.

      "So we won't be overheard," June said. "Who are you?"

      "You're June Byrne?"

      June's lips pursed at her ignored question but nodded her head.

      "You were part of Brett Lohman's coven?"

      June's hand tightened around the knob of the door, his name a physical strike against her, the urge to react as if she were punched in the belly sudden and almost irresistible.

      "Who are you?" June repeated, breathless this time.

      "Please. I—No, you're right. My name is Amira. I've been with Brett for the past three years, and I can't—I can't—" Dark eyes filled with shining tears, Amira's head shaking, her hands fisted at her side. It took June too long to realize this wasn't reluctance or shame. It was one of the hexes, tying the girl's tongue in knots.

      "Oh."

      Amira gasped for air, body heaving, tears spilling over. "Please. Please, I need your help. He can't keep doing this."

      Doing what? It was on the tip of June's tongue, but so were the answers. She had met Brett Lohman at her parents' funeral. Charming, handsome, gently magical—a sweet relief after the grueling practice she'd been raised in. He had comforted her, done a little centering spell after someone had tried to force her to look at what was left of her parents in their caskets. Exactly what she needed.

      And then at the library, while she was anxiously studying for school—in a real high school for the first time in her life due to foster care, overwhelmed by everything she hadn't been taught—he had caught her crying. He had comforted her again. Reminded her how calming magic was, at least when it was done with him.

      Over and over, June had found herself bumping into Brett, being comforted by him, retrained in magic.

      Grooming. That was what they called it. She understood it now, but at the time…he'd been the one thing to hold her together, give her the strength she needed to help Imogen survive too.

      Imogen.

      "I can't help you." Her voice sounded calm, steady, gentle even.

      Amira blanched, fawn brown skin taking on a greenish hue as June shook her head.

      "He has you⁠—"

      "No, he can't touch me," June said, the words crisp in her teeth. "But it's been nine years and I…"

      She had a life and a business. Imogen was…halfway right in the head most days, and there was the issue of the demons in town—little as they had accomplished since the wards were placed on Halloween. She didn't want to go back to that time in her life when the cracks digging their way through her, threatening her sanity, outnumbered the actual pieces she had left.

      Amira's brow furrowed. "But they said⁠—"

      "They. Who's they?" June snapped, stepping forward, the younger woman rearing back.

      How old are you, June wondered. Probably the same age she had been when Brett had decided it was time to move on. Was that what finally stirred Amira? Not the wrongness of a grown man cultivating a relationship with an underage girl, but being left behind by him after?

      "There's still women in his coven," Amira whispered, starting to tremble beneath June's shadow. "Ones he's convinced would have nothing if they left. But they said that you and your sister⁠—"

      "We can't—I can take his hex off," June said, falling back a step, turning to the side to break the itchy feeling Amira's pleading gaze gave her. "But we won't…come forward. Stay away from my sister," she added for good measure, but she tried to soften the tone of her voice again.

      For the first time since Amira had walked into the shop, June caught a hint of the girl's magic. Fiery, a little wild, licking warmly around her and giving her the support to stand straighter, to nail those dark eyes to June's face until her cheeks burnt. Yes, Brett would've liked her.

      "You have power. You have a coven. You could do something⁠—"

      "I did do something. I left," June murmured, glaring at Amira. "And I took my sister with me. I don't think about—I put that behind me. I can remove the hex for you. What you do after that is up to you. If that's what you want, you can come back on Sunday after I close," June said. "I need to get back to my customers."

      Amira's eyes flashed, lips parted, and then they pressed shut again, a heavy breath exhaled through her nostrils. She nodded once. "Fine, thank you."

      June's nails were biting into her own palms as they left the stockroom, one hand sliding into her pocket to tie a few knots for confusion and distraction on a bit of scrap yarn she kept handy. The knitting circle—all but Ash—puzzled over their projects with sudden concentration, only the demon still propped against June's desk watching as June escorted the other witch to the door.

      Amira paused at the threshold, sharp cheek angled in June's direction, but eyes out on snowy Main Street. "He won't stop."

      June opened her mouth to say something awful and shut it again. It might not have been her problem now, but there was no doubt in her mind Brett Lohman was a problem. The real issue was that she couldn't bring herself to care. About protecting herself and Imogen? Absolutely. About putting a stop to Brett and his coven of predators?

      Why not? a voice whispered in her thoughts, pushing in her head. The snow and the lamplights and the retreating back of the young witch who hadn't waited for her answer spun in front of June, the world suddenly turning too fast.

      A heavy hand landed on her shoulder as Amira's bright yellow driver side door slammed shut, and June blinked as the dizziness passed.

      "What happened to her special order?" Ash asked, laughter in his voice.

      His touch was warm, as strangely settling as Imogen's was sometimes, and June tore herself away. Ash's face was inches above hers, and June took one brief glance to make sure the knitters were occupied before slamming a wave of frustrated magic at the demon. He grunted, eyes widening, but it was even more infuriating that he barely swayed back from her.

      "Stay the fuck out of my business," June hissed through her teeth.

      Ash's eyebrows bounced in genuine surprise, and June marched back to the safety of her desk, fingers working in her pocket around the strand of yarn, twisting up one ward after the other. Thirty six minutes of knit night left, and pity the person who tried to get another word in her ear.
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            DESTRUCTION UNDER CONSTRUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      "Progress?"

      Barbie passed Ash a beer over the bar top as Ash rolled his head on his neck, a sick satisfaction taken from the generous cracking sounds of his human disguise. He opened his mouth to tell Barbie about the new witch who had appeared to ruffle his little stitch witch's feathers, and then shut it again. If anyone needed to hear about the development it was Bell, and Bell was…

      Ash's eyes scanned the bar, which was occupied by demons and a few of the younger locals who'd been won over by Danny Lin's bizarre fusion menu—Ash couldn't decide if chicken lo mein tacos were a blessing or a sin, but Danny said they were banned from his parent's kitchen—and came up empty on the leader of their mission. Which didn't really surprise him. Bell had been disappearing a lot lately, especially in the evenings. Ash had his suspicions, but also he didn't give a shit what the demon king was up to.

      "No," Ash grunted, taking a long swig of the beer.

      Barbie just nodded…or twitched, it was hard to tell.

      In general, Hell’s Bells MC, the elite army of Hell which had been sent to destroy bucolic Sweet Pea, Virginia, had been striking out. They had five recruits for the MC, but January in the Virginia mountains was hardly riding time, so mostly they only saw Danny, who worked their kitchen and was deeply terrified of disappointing his traditional Chinese grandmother. Danny had brought in one of his friends too, who might've been up for a little trouble, but only on a dirtbike. There was Cornell and Thurman too, their cheerful neighbors who gave legal advice and flirted with Dante and Barbie. Of all their recruits, Becks was the only one who could really be considered 'hard' and had a record, but it was for beating up her best friend's abuser, and she took zero shit from any of them and had fucked off to South Carolina until the thaw.

      Not promising at all.

      "Where's Vinny?" Paimon asked, arriving at the bar, decked out fingers digging through his gray streaked beard.

      Barbie shrugged, and Ash counted the waitresses. "Probably fucking Kimmy in the stock room," Ash said.

      Paimon nodded at that. "He tried to force a crash at the stop sign, and it bounced back. He wiped out on an ice patch in the alley."

      Vinny might've been a King of Hell and one of their team members, but not one of them bothered to hide their smirks. He was an asshole.

      "Is it worth being here?" Barbie asked, wiping absolutely nothing off the counter. Far as Ash could tell, the only things Barbie enjoyed about this mission was being with his other half, Aim, and being in charge of the bar. He polished it like it was made of gold.

      "You doubt?" Paimon asked, one dark eyebrow cocking as he glanced at the reticent demon over the bar.

      Barbie's throat flexed, greasy blond strands hanging forward in his face, the tattooed serpents spiralling up his neck squirming with the swallow.

      "Does feel like we're in a bit of a stalemate," Ash said, sliding in for Barbie. "Can't work with our powers without them coming back at us. The ward's not shaking."

      "We have skills outside our Hell gifts," Paimon said with a shrug. "But I take it those aren't working with June Byrne?"

      Ash couldn't explain why the sound of his stitch witch's name was so foul on the other demon's tongue.

      "I need Dante to take that binding off her," Ash muttered.

      He'd tried to crack it on his own, but that shit was rock solid. Diamond hard. And inside there was something glittering, begging to be toyed with, if he could just find his way in. He caught glimpses sometimes, tantalizing little hints of what was being guarded. Even tonight, there was the little expression of joy as his yarn glyph unravelled and flew, the sudden trembling vulnerability as she'd watched the other witch leave, the sparkling anger she'd flashed at him when he tried to worm his way in. But they always faded a moment later, back below the smooth and impenetrable surface.

      "We'll push him in that direction," Paimon said, eyes distant over the bar. "The town is in hibernation until spring anyway. He's not making progress with the officials."

      Ash thought of Barbie's question again. Was Sweet Pea worth the fight? Maybe if the project had been a little easier to attack, he would've said no, but the challenge proved how serious the threat of goodness was here. And anyway, he wasn't quite ready to give up on the puzzle of June.

      Vinny reappeared from the back room, swaggering with his belt still undone, followed by an entirely unrepentant Kimmy. Ash might've felt sorry for any woman who got tangled up with Vinny, but Kimmy had clawed her way into that trap when none of the other Hell’s Bells demons had bit on her bait. She was nasty to Danny and the other waitresses, and anyone who could stand five minutes with Vinny probably had a shitty personality, not that Ash gave her the opportunity to let him find out firsthand.

      "What are you looking at?" Vinny snarled at them, clearly puffing his chest and exaggerating his steps to give them more to stare at.

      There wasn't any point in resisting the urge to roll his eyes, so Ash didn't, rewarded with Vinny's growl.

      The door to the bar opened, bringing with it a flurry of snow and a gust of cold air, as well as another missing member of their number, Aim. The snowflakes melted in the immediate vicinity of the pyrotechnically inclined demon, who hadn't bothered with more than his typical leather jacket and torn T-shirt as protection against the mountain winters. He wore his usual brilliant, if not slightly maniacal, grin, and stepped aside to reveal familiar faces.

      "This is the saddest looking scene I've witnessed all week, and I had to attend two funerals," Cornell announced, shaking off the cold as his husband, Thurman, shut the door on the night, lips twitching. Cornell's hair was short-cropped and gray, allowing snow sprinkled over his head to blend in. He reached a hand up to his fogging glasses and pulled them down, Thurman handing over a tissue.

      "Business is slow," Paimon allowed.

      "Business is always slow this time of year, but that doesn't mean you need to sit around looking like you're about to clip your toenails," Cornell replied brightly.

      Barbie snorted and pulled out the designated bottle of wine they reserved for their neighbors and club members.

      "No, save that, Barb," Thurman said and waved his hand. Ash's beard twitched with laughter at Thurman's nickname for Barbatos. He'd eventually done his research and discovered why all the humans thought Barbie's road name was so ridiculous, but he was saving the reveal to the others for a special occasion.

      "We come bearing gifts!" Cornell cried, spreading his arms wide before dropping them quickly. "Well, a gift. But come on, I love having handsome men act grateful to me."

      "He makes a point of it," Thurman said with a nod.

      Ash grabbed his beer and rose up from his stool with Paimon at his heels, even Vinny reluctantly following their path to the windows.

      "Told Aim about the upcoming repo auction, thought you boys might need something a little more road worthy in the winter than your bikes," Cornell said, opening the door.

      Ash ducked out, ignoring the bite of the cold—he liked winter and he'd built his human body to bear it well. There, idling in a parking spot in front of the sidewalk, was a beast of a vehicle, with tires up to Ash's thighs. It was a horrific shade of yellow green, with blacked out windows and headlights that threatened to blind oncoming traffic, and it practically vibrated on the pavement like a dog waiting for its master's pat on the head.

      "Some crazy ass up in the peaks was stocking up on military grade supplies, waiting for the end times," Cornell rattled off. "Up to his bushy eyebrows in debt on it all. This is a little overkill for our Sweet Pea roads, but I thought it looked just about your style. And you're gonna get yourselves killed if you keep riding your bikes."

      They wouldn't, of course. Maybe, if they weren't paying attention, they would wipe out. But being killed in something as simple as a road accident was too mundane. Not that Cornell or Thurman would be expected to know that.

      "This is…" Paimon blinked through the thick framed glasses he wore, at an equal loss of words as Ash.

      This was thoughtful. Friendly. From two men they intended to do their best to manipulate and corrupt—current failure notwithstanding.

      "They're verklempt," Thurman said to Cornell, smiling mildly as Cornell seemed to almost bounce in place, waiting for their reaction.

      "Thank you," Ash said at last, turning to the small man and offering his massive hand.

      The car was, at the very least, impressive. A monster of a machine. The gas mileage alone would be a sin.

      Cornell was suitably flattered by the handshake, although he was still waiting on the others. Ash glanced at Barbie, who had always seemed a little partial to the older couple, but he found him facing in the opposite direction down the sidewalk, watching a small bundled shadow's approach.

      "Do we owe you anything?" Paimon asked, very seriously.

      "I paid for it," Aim informed him.

      "Pft, maybe a favor," Cornell said with a dismissive wave of his hand.

      Paimon's lips pursed, but he nodded his head in acknowledgement. "Very well. Thank you."

      Aim moved to their new beast of a ride, jumping up into the driver's seat and dulling its roar with a turn of the keys.

      "Guess you guys have a cage now," Thurman said, grinning at them.

      The demons of Hell's Bells all stiffened. Paimon's head whipped in his direction. "A cage?"

      Thurman blinked back at him. "Is my lingo out of date? That's what we used to call cars."

      Ash chuckled and relaxed. "Oh, right. Yeah, never had a cage before. But this one looks like it'll suit."

      "Can't fit all of you in it of course, but it's a start."

      "What are you doing out?" Barbie snagged their attention, voice gruff as he interrogated the bundle of scarves that had almost reached them.

      "Um…is…um, is Danny working?" a small voice asked, muffled through layers, large dark eyes blinking out of a gap in all the fabric.

      "Mona, don't tell me you walked here," Cornell called.

      Huh. Mona. "You don't look as scary as I expected from what Danny told us," Ash greeted her, opening the door as Barbie glowered down his nose at the young woman.

      "I can surprise you," Mona answered. "And I figured walking would be safer than driving with my tires."

      Barbie shoved his way in front of Ash, following Mona closely, Aim barely inches behind.

      "Go on, I'll just wait here," Ash said, waving everyone in with another roll of his eyes.

      "Such a courteous young man," Cornell said drily with a glance over his glasses that reminded Ash of Pie's looks.

      Mona Lin was growing smaller as she shed her layers, piling them on an unoccupied stool by the bar, ignoring the heavy stares of the men surrounding her.

      "Sister's here," Barbie rumbled through the small window that peeked into the kitchen. He returned to his station behind the bar, glare flicking up at the woman who steadfastly ignored him.

      Her cheeks were bright pink, possibly with cold, but they darkened with one look at Barbie. "Soda with—Oh!" she said as he set down a fizzing glass with lemon on the rim. "Thanks."

      Barbie grunted, turning away as Danny dashed out of the kitchen, hands raised at his side as if he were being arrested.

      "What are you doing here?"

      "I was hungry and didn't want to cook."

      "Oh. Okay."

      "Why, Danny? What are you doing?"

      "I'm cooking! It's my job, Mona."

      "Then why are you being weird?"

      "You're being weird!"

      Ash crossed his arms over his chest, all the demons in the room watching the siblings curiously as the humans went about their business. Mona barely made it to Danny's chest height, and she looked about the same age as him to Ash's eyes, although he knew she was a good handful of years older from his stories. She pulled a pair of bright green glasses out of her pocket to glare at her brother through, and Ash thought she was about the least intimidating thing he'd ever seen in his life, but Danny looked guiltier by the second.

      "Don't make me call Mom," Mona said, voice going dark, one eyebrow arching.

      Danny gasped. "I wasn't doing anything, I swear!" he bellowed, face bright red.

      Mona's shoulders dropped and she shrugged. "Good. What are you cooking?"

      "Why?"

      "Because I'm hungry, doofus, why do you think?"

      "Oh. Uh. Burgers."

      Mona nodded and sipped her drink before taking the slice of lemon from the edge of the glass and biting directly into it, face betraying no change of expression. "Cool. Nothing weird. Onion rings."

      "Yeah," Danny said, nodding and breathing a sigh of relief. "Kay."

      Families are strange, Ash decided.

      Also strange was the way Barbie's gaze tracked Aim as he slid onto the booth seat next to Mona with a dangerously feral expression. The two demons were generally inseparable, although it was often difficult to understand why. But Ash had never seen that look exchanged between them.

      "We might as well eat too. Then we can give you a ride back," Cornell said to Mona, who brightened at the offer, throwing her coat down to the floor to make room for the two men on her other side.

      "This isn't working," Pie whispered to Ash under his breath, pale eyes bouncing between Aim and Barbie, Vinny, who was back in a giggling Kimmy's ear, to Mona and Cornell and Thurman chatting cheerfully at the bar.

      "No," Ash agreed with a shrug and a swig of his beer.

      No, their destruction of Sweet Pea's wholesome core wasn't working. But it was kind of fun anyway.
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            SLEEPOVERS

          

        

      

    

    
      Josie squirmed, trying to wiggle her way out from under Bell's warm frame, especially his mouth on her collarbone, licking and nibbling and sucking on her skin.

      "Enough. No more," she panted, swatting at his back.

      It was so unfair that he never got sweaty, although it was also kind of nice. And he seemed fascinated by her sweat. Demons liked salt—it was one of the useless facts she'd discovered since the fall. When she baked Bell salted caramel brownies, she always added extra.

      "I'm cuddling," Bell said, and her lashes fluttered at that warm perfect rasp, the one that had been pouring sweet filth in her ear as he fucked her limp on the couch, and then the floor, and finally her bed.

      "You are fucking not, you're trying to—Mmph!"

      Demons are dangerous, Josie reminded herself for what was surely the seven millionth time. Possibly just that month. They're bad. They want to…

      Her warning thoughts dissolved as Bell purred into the kiss, rolling to the side. His arms were wrapped around her, carrying her with him to rest on his chest, but he was slowing down at last. She glanced at the clock as he let her escape for air. Shit.

      "I have to get up in like three hours, Bell," she groaned, dropping her forehead down to his shoulder and taking a deep breath. She was getting used to this scent of smoke. Addicted to it even.

      "I will make your sleep very restful," he said, kissing the side of her head and then rubbing one massive hand up and down over the bristles of her shaved hair. "It's growing out again."

      "Hair does do that," Josie mumbled, giving in and snuggling down into his side. He'd sneak away when she was asleep. Might as well enjoy him while he was here.

      "Mine doesn't," Bell mused.

      Which Josie hadn't thought about before now, and it was a bit weird. Demons didn't need haircuts. She'd file that in her collection of entirely useless information that she definitely couldn't use to defeat the demons plotting against her town. One of whom was stroking her back. The one who had been in and out of her bed for months. Who'd been quizzing her about theologies and gobbling up her unsold bakery wares. The one she was getting a little—a lot, so much, painfully—confused about in her heart.

      "I suppose it could," Bell continued. "What do you think? Longer? Shorter?"

      Seriously, Bell? she thought, but her lips were twitching. "I like you fine as you are."

      Bell stiffened beneath her, and Josie suffered a brief moment of grief. Was this the too far line in their…whatever they were doing? A little absent compliment, and her demon would finally remember they were supposed to be on opposite sides of a battlefield?

      And then Josie was sitting up in a rush, Bell wrestling her over his lap, greedy hands pawing and stroking her everywhere, his mouth licking and sucking on her throat as he growled into her skin.

      "Bell!"

      "I changed my mind, Cupcake," Bell hissed, dragging his nose up to her ear to nibble on the lobe. "No rest for you tonight. I have too big of an appetite."

      That's not all that's big, Josie thought, a hysterical giggle escaping her mouth. Bell's calloused hand reached up to cover a breast, teasing the nipple between two fingers, and Josie arched with a moan. Sleep was for the weak and Bell was⁠—

      "Oh, fuck, Bell," Josie gasped as he shifted her over his lap, drawing her down onto his cock until the strength and pound of him echoed all the way to her throat.

      Bell wasn't the only one with an appetite.

      Josie caught one deep breath and braced her hands on Bell's broad shoulders, finding his gaze glowing in the dark and holding it as she started to ride.
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        * * *

      

      Bell, you really fuckin' overdid it on the energy, Josie thought the next day as she bounced on the tip of her toes to the jazz playing in her patisserie.

      She'd jumped out of bed at five that morning, after what couldn't have been more than forty minutes of sleep, to no sign of Bell in her apartment and the energy of a five-year-old on Christmas morning. Energy which was just not letting up. If Bell was going to wreck her sleep schedule, she'd prefer he did it with great sex rather than magical demon buzzes.

      On the upshot, the shop was now spotless and she had already prepped as much as she could for tomorrow morning. If he didn't reappear in her apartment tonight, she might actually get some sleep. Provided this magic wore off, which she was beginning to worry it wouldn't.

      Reason number 98729 why my demon should learn to text.

      The other reasons had mainly to do with the number of times he'd scared the shit out of her by showing up without warning.

      The bells over her shop door chimed cheerfully, a sharp wind whipping over the counters to reach Josie in the kitchen. She sighed, eyes closing and enjoyed the shiver that ran through her as the door jangled shut. Lively tendrils of magic, shy and playful, appeared from the front of the shop. Rosa Velasco, her green witch covenmate, fellow Sweet Pea business owner and best friend, had arrived.

      This was another unexpected effect of Bell's little energy trick. Josie's magic had received its own boost, and it was like her spidey senses were on high alert.

      "Go ahead and flip the sign for me," Josie called to her friend with a glance at the clock.

      Rosa was bundled from the colorful, chunky stocking cap she wore—her singular knitting effort at June's urging—to the massive red snow boots on her feet. Dark curls were trimmed with ice, shoulders dressed with rapidly melting snow, and she was peeling herself out of her layers with a relieved sigh, only to reveal more draping fabrics.

      "Fuck winter," Rosa said.

      Josie's lips twitched at that, and she hummed in half-hearted agreement. Rosa, green witch by night and florist by day, was certainly not a winter girl, in spite of growing up in the area. Josie remembered sunny and rainy winters in New Orleans with her mémé, but she enjoyed the snow, and while it wasn't tourist season in Sweet Pea with the roads so dangerous this time of year, locals gave her good business over the holidays. Especially with the upcoming Valentine's Day rush.

      "Here," Josie said, dipping a ladle into the small pot at her stove and pouring a generous serving of sipping chocolate into a mug for Rosa. "This should cure your winter woes. Pick out whatever you like from the case too."

      "All of it," Rosa hissed, hurrying behind the counter and grabbing a dinner plate to serve herself. "So what happened to you last night?"

      Of course she noticed, Josie thought, wincing. June had activated their chat group what up, witches! sometime during the marathon of Bell's 'appetite,' and Josie hadn't seen any of the texts calling for a coven meeting until she was getting ready this morning.

      "Just crashed," Josie lied. "But all the sleep had me extra chipper today."

      Rosa stood, plate piled with macarons and madeleines, cream puffs and chocolate shortbread, and arched a dubious eyebrow at her friend.

      "You need something savory with that," Josie said, rushing to cover Rosa's suspicion with the distraction of quiche.

      "Well, at least you suggested meeting here instead. I hate Imogen's place," Rosa said with a shudder. "It's creepy."

      "It's sad," Josie corrected.

      For over four years as a coven, Josie had never once seen the inside of Imogen's cabin up in the woods. Not until the demons had arrived in Sweet Pea that fall and Imogen had taught them how to summon the one named Vine to discover their purpose in town—nothing short of destroying the goodness of the town itself. The cabin was a little creepy, but mostly because it seemed like no one had lived there in years, as if Imogen was a ghost in her own house.

      "Any guesses to what the meeting's about?" Josie asked. June’s messages were curiously vague, even for her, and only said 'something's come up.' "Imbolc just passed, and it's a little early to start planning for the equinox."

      "Last night was knit night, maybe she's got a demon update," Rosa suggested, mouth full of pastry and lips now lined with chocolate.

      Josie's stomach turned queasily. How shitty of her would it be if she was sleeping with one of the demons and still not the coven member who brought information? Not that Bell stuck around for sleeping. Which she was surely not bitter about.

      Josie took a sip of her own mug of chocolate, savoring the warmth and burn of the spices on her lips every bit as much as Bell's kisses.

      There was one brief warning, bright as sunlight and sharp as a blade, and then the back door to the kitchen was opening, the Byrne sisters arriving. Josie's eyes widened as they entered. Damn, Bell's power was doing something weird to her.

      June was glowing, the outline of a prism shining around her like taut strings of yarn pulled into a net, and inside she was the cool, placid surface Josie had come to know, to rarely witness faltering. Behind her and in direct contrast, Imogen was obscured in smoke, like a coal burning up from the core, shedding soot on the floor behind her. The Byrne sisters sometimes seemed psychically entwined, able to communicate without so much as a blink, but Josie was realizing now how wildly different they were and how…almost frightening they both were. June untouchable, and Imogen just one brush away from burning them all up.

      Imogen's eyes met Josie's and the smoke drew in on itself, gathering back into the young woman, leaving an almost two-dimensional impression behind that made Josie's head hurt. And then Imogen's gaze traveled over her, brow furrowing and head tipping, and Josie realized, like an idiot, that once again Imogen was aware of Bell's mark all over her.

      "Chocolate, anyone?" Josie asked, wondering if she was imagining Bell's magic starting to crash and leave her wobbly and worn out at last.
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        * * *

      

      "June…" Rosa's head ducked to try and catch the other woman's gaze. "Why didn't you ever tell me about this guy?"

      June was tracing a circle around the lip of her mug, eyes blinking calmly down at the crumbs of her quiche. "I left. It was over," she said with a shrug, but Josie thought she caught her wincing.

      Bell's magic had definitely started to wear off, and exhaustion gave June's story a hazy, removed quality, like Josie was hearing this from a stranger. It was hard to reconcile the calm, restrained woman Josie knew with the young girl June must've been when involved with this asshole Brett.

      "But you know—I mean, I told you about…" Rosa whispered, leaning across the table, frowning as June refused to look up. "You could have talked to me too."

      There was a thick lump, hard as a rock in Josie's throat, as her gaze darted dizzily between her friends. She'd only ever known about June and Rosa's relationship as it pertained to the coven, but it sounded now like they shared a great deal more. Or at least, like Rosa had shared.

      "I told her I would take the hexes off her so she could speak," June said softly, sitting up.

      "No," Imogen replied immediately.

      "What? What do you mean, no? Of course we have to help her," Rosa said, spine straightening.

      "We stay out of this," Imogen said, voice whispery in her sister's ear. "We stay away from him like you said."

      "Imogen, it is absolutely your and June's choice on whether or not you want to come forward about this man, but that doesn't mean we, as a coven, shouldn't help a witch who⁠—"

      "This isn't your business," Imogen growled across the table at Rosa.

      Josie's head was spinning. June and Imogen had not only lost their parents as children, they'd then been preyed on by another witch. That she could wrap her head around, much as it hurt her to do so. This new thread between Rosa and June? Josie didn't know the details yet, but she could imagine. Rosa didn't really date as much as she joked about men, and Josie had wondered before if staying single was more than just about being picky or busy for her friend. Even this feral version of Imogen wasn't such a surprise, although Josie had only seen it once before when Imogen had faced off against the seven demons of Hell's Bells. But all of it combined?

      "It's coven business now," Rosa snapped back at the younger woman. "And to be perfectly frank, any woman asking for help is another woman's business. You don't have to take the spells off, but I can."

      "You don't have the power," Imogen said so simply, it took Josie a moment to realize how cruel the words were.

      Rosa reared back as if struck, her cheeks flushing pink with embarrassment.

      "All right, hold the fuck up," Josie mumbled, stretching both hands out to the middle of the table. June's shoulders sagged at her sudden intervention. "Let me just…put this in bullet points. June, this girl⁠—"

      "Amira."

      "Amira, wants your help?"

      "Yes, but⁠—"

      "No—" Imogen said to her sister again.

      "Stop," Josie said, and the word was so firm, it hit her tongue like a slap, shutting Imogen up and making her glassy eyes flare with life. "June, the help you are willing to offer is undoing the magic preventing this girl from speaking out?"

      "Yes."

      "And you're asking if we will help you?"

      "Yes," June said, nodding this time.

      "Do you need all four of us?" Josie asked.

      June's eyes flicked in her sister's direction, but not long enough for Imogen to snag her. "No."

      "Then Rosa and I will be there. Imogen, your involvement is your choice, but you can't stop us." Imogen was glaring at her like she planned to do exactly that, and Josie continued, "I understand you wanna look out for your sister, but I think we all know June can do that for herself, and she has us for backup, yeah?"

      "Fuck yeah," Rosa said firmly.

      June offered her one fragile, grateful smile before the peace was broken. Josie was staring at Imogen, and the anger on the younger witch's face slipped away into something cold, one brief strike of worry hitting Josie too late.

      "You really want the witch who's fucking a demon to be the one helping you, June?"

      The words were cool and slippery like oil, settling in the air between them, a long moment of confusion left behind with silence.

      "What?" Rosa asked, blinking.

      June let out a weary sigh, head rolling toward her sister. "Imogen, you said you weren't⁠—"

      Imogen let out a ragged bark of a laugh, still watching Josie, seeing the heat creeping up her throat and into her cheeks. "No, not me this time. It's Josie. Josie and King Beleth of Hell."

      "What?" Rosa repeated, a little louder this time.

      "Once is okay. I've been there. But damn, Josie, look at you. You must be⁠—"

      "Shut the fuck up, Imogen," Josie snapped at last, but her cheeks were flaming.

      "Whaaaaaaat?" Rosa hissed out on a breath.

      June was staring at Josie now, head tipping, eyes narrowing for a moment and then widening as she discovered what her sister already had.
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