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      The Sister Witches Urban Fantasy Series includes:

      
        	Once Blessed, Thrice Cursed (book 1) introduces us to Clementine, Beryl, and Alderose Brodeur.

        	Demon Lines (book 2) is the continuation of Clementine’s story.

        	The Scarab Eater’s Daughter (book 3) gives us the sisters’ continuing adventures from Alderose’s point of view.

        	Beguiled, Bewitched, & Broken (book 4) features the middle sister, Beryl.

        	Witches Everbound (book 5) completes the first Sister Witches Urban Fantasy series, and is told from the point of view of all three sisters.
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      Readers first meet the sisters’ aunt, Maritza Brodeur, in the Calliope Jones series:

      
        	Magic Remembered (book 1)
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        	Magic Redeemed (book 3)

        	Magic Restrained, a novelette (book 3.5)
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      “Laz, do you think every bride-to-be spends as much time as I do trying not to run screaming from her future in-laws? I swear, your mom and dad should just renew their vows. Then they could have all the bells and whistles they missed the first time around instead of trying to impose them on us.”

      Breathing deeply, I rose above the surface of the sunken tub’s steaming water and projected my voice around the tiled corner and into the adjoining treatment room. “I wanted simple. Simple and minimal. Not, you know…this.”

      Laszlo couldn’t see me sweep my bubble-coated arms through the air. His deep laugh tumbled from the spa, where he was at the mercy of the two masseurs who provided his weekly four-hand massage. I was in my adjoining office, aka the master bathroom. Blanketed in fragrant bath products, I sank my cooling shoulders and chest below the water’s surface and watched petals from blossoming trees swirl past the open French doors.

      The weather in the Reformed Realm was a lot like the weather in southern New England, only less prone to hourly fluctuations. March had roared in like an irritated demon and was heading toward April in a flurry of pinks and pale yellows. The similarities had me homesick for Fenway Park and Dunkin’ Donuts iced coffee with a half inch of sugar at the bottom of the cup.

      “We should just elope,” I muttered, sinking low enough that all I could see were bubbles. Laz barked out a word in Demonish. One of his masseurs must have hit a sore spot. Or maybe he was reacting to my suggestion. It wasn’t the first time I’d mentioned eloping, and the closer we got to May first, the more the E-word just slipped out.

      I wasn’t at my rational best, and I knew it. During last week’s video chat with Uncle Mal and James, I burst into tears and admitted the wedding planning process had me in a state of near-constant anxiety. The next day, an inter-portal courier arrived with a selection of bath products James had custom-blended from herbs and flowers cultivated in his gardens and greenhouses.

      I was going through the bottles at a rate directly proportional to my overwhelming dealings with Laszlo’s parents—and the underperforming Board of Magical Governance’s progress on capturing Laurentine Vigne. No one had reported even a whisper of news as to Laurentine’s whereabouts, and I was trapped in a 24/7 news cycle with my future in-laws. Or that’s what it felt like. My skin was permanently pruney from all the aquatic de-stressing, and Laszlo’s offhand comments about frown lines weren’t helping.

      Twenty-eight was too young to need Botox.

      Crap.

      “Laz? Can you come here when you’re done being pummeled?” I fumbled behind me for the tub’s padded headrest and tried to get it to sit more comfortably behind my neck. Like other items in the palace, it was sized for demons, not petite witches. I gave up and instead wedged the waterproof pillow behind my lower back and returned to staring at the opposite wall.

      Someone in my over-compensating fiancé’s employ had magicked a white board for my “office.” The special ink embedded in the surface was guaranteed not to run in humid situations. To trigger it, all I had to do was wave my wand as though it were a pen and words would appear.

      “You rang?”

      Laszlo paused in the arched passageway, his tawny skin glistening. Lust flickered in his warm blue eyes and inspired the upturned angle of his horns. Watching his leg muscles flex as he strode toward me brought back every second of our first meeting, when the Demesne had declared him the one. He’d fought it then—we both had—but Goddess, did we celebrate it now. Drawing his wings against his back, he stepped into the tub, cut a swath through the bubbles, and reached between my legs.

      “I didn’t use that bell.” I grinned as I grabbed his thick wrist and moved his hand to a less volatile spot on my thigh. One of us had to be practical. “And we have got to nail down the guest list by the time we meet your parents for brunch—”

      “Which is in just over an hour, sweet Clementine. Plenty of time to play.” He slipped in behind me and propped himself against the tub wall.

      Trapped between his thighs, with nothing but a ten thirty brunch on the day’s agenda, worry dissipated and I gave in. I always gave in. Which was a major reason why I was perpetually behind on the wedding planning stuff. Laz’s grin was irresistible. The texture of his skin against mine was irresistible, especially when there were oils involved. Besides, he always gave in when I was the one suggesting we deserved a break. I let go of one magic wand, circled my hand around the shaft of another, and straddled the demon fate had bestowed on me.

      

      Calmer, sated, and wrapped in a towel, I surveyed the contents of my walk-in closet. My wardrobe had improved a thousandfold since becoming engaged, and I was now the slightly-embarrassed owner of eighteen pairs of shoes in a variety of heel shapes and heights. I promised myself I would stop at twenty-eight, one for each year I’d been alive, and would limit my new-shoe purchases to one pair per year.

      Uff. Like my sister, Beryl, I adored new shoes. One pair per season.

      Joconde, the Arkadis’ enormously talented clothing designer, insisted on making my boots to order. He believed the magical properties of the textiles and animal hides produced within the Reformed Realm would protect me as much as they protected the demon-born. As the shortest individual in the realm, at least among the adults, I embraced any advantage I was offered.

      The designer coughed discreetly before he peeked into the bedroom. Behind him, Normand, Laz’s indispensable right-hand man, worked the complex straps on the back of the suit jacket custom-made to accommodate my fiancé’s wings.

      “I like the oxblood boots,” I said. My first pair of custom-made footwear was the one I always gravitated towards when I wasn’t sure what was or was not appropriate for a palace event. Joconde asked me to show him the dress I’d chosen for a “garden brunch.” I tucked the hanger under my chin and let the dress drape against my front. He shook his head and tskd.

      “We are about to celebrate the arrival of spring, Ms. Clementine, in all her fecund glory. Time for lighter-weight materials, softer colors, and skin. If your heart’s set on wearing the silk chiffon, go with the yellow ankle boot with the open toe. If that doesn’t work, text me.” He blew a kiss and left.

      Color me skeptical. The above-the-knee dress I’d chosen for this particular tête-a-tête had a sleeveless bodice that gathered into a high neckline. I adored the flirty hemline and the empire waist, and I could add one of the narrow belts made for me by the leatherworkers in a range of seasonal colors. Under Joconde’s tutelage, I had come to appreciate the wisdom of having a selection of coordinated accessories. Made dressing for events that much easier—and mandated events were beginning to feel like the fifth wheel in my relationship with Laszlo, after Violetta and Borya.

      I clutched the towel and slipped my right foot into one of the pale-yellow boots. Joconde was right. The style and color were perfect. I chose a belt in a darker yellow, gathered the pieces of my outfit, and closed the door. Dressing in front of Laszlo, even when we had an audience, was dangerous. I was being meticulous with my daily dose of pregnancy-preventing herbs. Still, I was wary of the effect my family’s curse, combined with Laszlo’s mating response, might have on my reproductive organs.

      We had all witnessed how the Demesne melded with Beryl’s magic and created her unique ability to beguile. Then again, my sister had been forced to wear a magic-imbued corset every hour of every day for over sixteen years. Our aunt and uncle theorized the corset acted as a crucible, forcing her magics to combine over time.

      My situation wasn’t anything like Beryl’s, but what happened to her had me exercising extra caution. I knew Laszlo and I would have kids eventually…but I had things I wanted to do before adding mother to my résumé. At the top of that list was understanding my ability to conjure and read story threads and imagining I could incorporate that skill into a livelihood. With daily solo practice I was expanding my capacity to function in the semi-altered state the story threads required. The second half of each practice, I focused on lessening my recovery time.

      I was proud of my progress. Story threads gave me hindsight into past events and that hindsight was enhanced by the mascara my mother had created. My aunt and I were trying to duplicate her formula. We were close. Which was good, because the only tube I had was almost empty.

      Goddess, pressure was squeezing me from all sides. Heat crept up my neck, a telltale sign I was overthinking, overstressing, and about to break out in a rash. I dashed to the bathroom and uncapped the balm James included in his basket of goodies, softening the beeswax-based formula on my fingertips before patting it over my throat.

      Wiping the excess on a towel, I detoured into my closet, chose a filmy scarf from my burgeoning collection, and looped it around my neck. A touch of nude lip gloss and my outfit was complete.

      “Laz?” I emerged from our bedroom in time to wave goodbye to Normand and catch my elegantly-groomed demon admiring himself in the freestanding mirror. “I’m ready.”

      “As am I,” he said, pocketing the mini-tablet that accompanied him everywhere when he was in the realm. Well, everywhere except my “office” and our bedroom. He looped his arm around the back of my waist, ran his hand over my butt, and told me I looked beautiful.

      I believed him. Mostly because I felt beautiful from the inside out, even with my itchy skin and nervous belly.

      “Crap. I forgot to get a picture of the white board.” I wiggled away, dashed into the bathroom, and took shots of the collection of names I’d worked so many hours to gather. Consults with my sisters, my aunt and my uncle, and my grandparents had provided me with a comprehensive list of every known living relative. I added my handful of friends. Laszlo had done the same. Turns out, neither of us had very big families.

      “Now I’m really ready.” I stroked each of his wings for luck, slid my hand into the crook of his elbow, and faced the door.

      Violetta, here I come.
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      Brunch was served on the older Arkadis’ informal patio. Where our outdoor living area overlooked an edible garden populated with fruit trees, nut trees, and planters of herbs, Violetta and Borya’s private garden was a riot of flowers. Bees and butterflies and other happy pollinators filled the air above the ceramic planters. Off-white canvas umbrellas shaded us from direct sun.

      I no longer struggled to remember which utensil was used for which course, lowering the overall stress of dining with my future in-laws. Our meal opened with chilled cucumber and dill soup, a minty iced tea, and conversation that stayed within non-controversial topics like the weather and Violetta’s latest equine acquisition. Borya let us know he’d prepared the soup and everything that accompanied it, including the frittata served next. While his wife loved to rule from the throne, he lived to serve from his enviable kitchen.

      Which got me thinking about my own mother and father, and the way everything had begun unraveling during my childhood. I fumbled in my purse for my oversized sunglasses. Unanticipated sorrow made it difficult to swallow the bite of frittata in my mouth and there was no way I wanted Violetta to catch me crying. I kept the glasses on until talk turned to the impending birth of Iván and Dagur’s twins.

      I was thrilled for them and their surrogate, Gudrun, and couldn’t wait for the spotlight to switch from brides to babies. I stifled a Yes! when Borya mentioned he and Violetta had plans to vacate the palace the first two weeks of April—which meant they would be returning around the same time my sisters arrived. The constriction in my throat loosened at the thought of having Alderose and Beryl at the palace.

      One of the servers cleared our plates. Another brought out a tray of delicate porcelain dessert cups two-thirds filled with mousse. I removed my sunglasses and was on the verge of plunging my spoon into chilled swirls of pale orange and cream when the first server returned with a tray of the chocolate version.

      Decisions, decisions. Laszlo nudged my knee with his as he slotted a tulip-shaped cookie cup topped with curls of white chocolate onto his plate and switched mine for his. When given a choice, I would always choose chocolate, and Laszlo knew my preference.

      “Mother. Father. We’d like to discuss the guest list. Clementine and I were thinking—”

      The queen waved her dessert spoon in the air and smiled while shaking her head. Sunlight caught the gems in her daytime headpiece—which was modest by her standards—sending sparkles across the table like a handful of casually thrown crystal dice.

      Uff. I should have showed them my rash and left before the last course.

      “No, no, no. No thinking allowed. Clementine, give me your list. My social secretary will send out the invitations. Everything has been printed and the envelopes will be hand-addressed by the scribes.” She tilted her head at her husband, basked in his smile of approval, and dove into her own dessert.

      Laszlo rested his hand on my thigh and squeezed. Caution. He’d warned me that the kind of ceremony we wanted was likely not going to be possible if our wedding was held within the boundaries of the realm. With his support and lots of baths, I had armored myself for a medium-sized wedding. My family was small, my social circle was smaller, and my contribution to butts in chairs was never going to be more than twenty. Thirty max.

      Medium-sized—in my mind—was up to one hundred. One-fifty, tops. Unlike Alderose, I wasn’t into crowd management, and unlike Beryl, I didn’t relish being the center of attention for hours and hours. More than two hundred guests and I would need to be medicated.

      “How many guests are on your list…Mother?” The queen had asked me to call her Mother. I was trying. Borya was a dear man; calling him Dad was a snap.

      “Hmm. I don’t have the most recent tally but if you’ll wait a moment—” She consulted the mini-tablet at her elbow, scrolling, and scrolling some more. I counted eight finger flicks before she squared her wool boucle-draped shoulders and looked at Laszlo, then me, then back to Laz.

      “Two-thousand, give or take. That’s invitations. There’s no way all of the invitees will RSVP they’re attending, so—” She tapped her chin with a manicured nail. “My guess is eighteen, nineteen-hundred tops.”

      I almost tossed my chocolate mousse at her tiara. Maintaining a plastic smile, I inadvertently snapped the cookie cup. A piece flew sideways and landed on Laz’s white shirt. He calmly picked it off and set a second chocolate mousse on my plate.

      “Mother. Father. Clementine and I want an intimate wedding. Not something that requires the bride and groom to be mic’d.”

      “What do you mean ‘mic’d’? The ballroom has excellent acoustics, and if you would allow us to bring in one of those platforms for the bridal party to stand on, we won’t need to televise the ceremony to the corners of the room.”

      A tendon in Laszlo’s jaw twitched. “Mother, please have your secretary send your list to Normand. Clementine and I shall review the names and edit it to a manageable size.”

      “Laszlo Veterimus Arkadi.” Violetta planted her palms on the tabletop and spread her fingers. I spied sapphires and fire opals among her many rings and winced as her power sharpened her voice. “As queen of this realm and inspiration to those longing for change in other demonic realms, I have standards I must set and social obligations I must meet.”

      “Mother, as a prince of this realm, I fully understand the concept of social obligations. However, my wedding is simply not the place for you to pay off any outstanding debts.”

      “May I offer a compromise?” Borya leaned forward, beaming in that supplicatory way of his, and popped the cork on a bottle of sparkling fruit cider. He meticulously filled the empty flutes at each of our place settings. I could almost feel him ticking off the seconds of Violetta’s cool down. “I think an intimate event sounds lovely. And here is how we could make everyone happy.”

      I mimicked his movements as he settled into his chair’s padded comfort and sipped from his glass. I could at least feign a willingness to listen. “Your wedding is set for May Day. Spirit will smile on your union from its very first moments if the Old Ways are honored.”

      “What do you mean, the Old Ways?”

      Borya switched his gaze from his glass, to Laszlo. “You, my son, are the first of hopefully many modern demons who will choose to keep their mating wings rather than have them excised.” He lifted a monogrammed handkerchief to his face, dabbed at his eyes, and blew his nose. “Excuse my reaction. I will always mourn that so many of us were led to believe wings and horns were shameful things.”

      Borya flopped a clean corner of the handkerchief over his nose and blew again, regaining his composure.

      “To follow the demonic Rites of Union entails a sequence of three rituals. First, you would make promises in the presence of the Scribes to visit with every Elder in the realm and hear their stories within the first year of your marriage. Oral storytelling is one of the foundations of our cultural heritage, Clementine. I promise you will not be bored.

      “Second, you would receive matching piercings in a ceremony meant to represent the dual arrows of fate and love that brought you together and keep you together. Third, Laszlo would reaffirm his dedication to the Path of Ice and accept an additional set of demon lines, wherever Spirit sees fit to settle them.”

      I lowered my spoon and sat straighter in my chair. Laszlo had never mentioned the Old Ways to me. I had to wonder what other demonic rituals were in my future, especially because demon lines were bestowed on me soon after Laszlo’s wings appeared. Those Scribes Borya mentioned were still trying to figure out why I got lines—and how it was those same lines were connected to my magic. I couldn’t see my back while I practiced with the story threads, but now that I thought about it—

      “This would lay the groundwork for the intimate, meaningful ceremony you both wish for. Only the closest family and friends are allowed entrance to the sacred hall for the Rites of Union.

      “You are given one day to recover from the piercings and walking the Path of Ice. On the third day, you ride together through the capital city, top to bottom, giving every citizen the opportunity to see the both of you, and to see for themselves that Spirit has blessed your union.

      “Then, on the fourth day and into the fifth, your mother and I would appreciate hosting a party no one will ever forget.”

      “Darling, Borya, your diplomatic skills are as sharp as ever.” Violetta batted her eyelashes at her husband and patted his hand. She turned her attention to me and Laszlo and gave us her toothiest smile. “Could you at least consider your father’s brilliant compromise?”

      Laszlo cleared his throat. I threaded my fingers through his and squeezed. “Let us have your list and another two or three days to talk this over. Father, we may need you to supply us with more details.”

      “You know where I live.” He winked.

      The queen waved her hand in the air. “As long as everything is finalized before Borya and I depart. Now that’s settled, Clementine, how is your dress coming along?”

      I was relieved that Laszlo had handled his mother so smoothly and grateful for the change of topic. My feelings about the ceremony part of getting married, especially the Path of Ice portion, were all over the map. I unsnapped the flap on my purse. Photos of Joconde’s sketches, and me in the first muslin mock-up, were stored in my phone. I opened the file and showed it to Violetta.

      “Laszlo hasn’t seen a bit of this,” I warned. The queen mimed zipping her lips and scanned the pictures.

      “Perfect.” She handed my phone back, facedown. “I assume you and Joconde are collaborating on the wedding party’s attire?”

      “We are. My sisters will be here in April for their first fittings.”

      “And jewelry?”

      Laz folded and refolded his napkin. “We’re working on that. Clementine’s uncle is designing our rings as we speak.”

      He and I were about to hand deliver the diamonds Laszlo created during the ritual that transformed him from a fire demon to an ice demon. We were leaving in two days to spend a relaxing weekend on Salt Spring Island over the vernal equinox. I couldn’t wait to see my cousin, and my dog. Leilani was taking care of Sitka until we had a way to get her through the portals without stress.

      “If there is anything at all that you need, ask.” Violetta signaled to her staff that lunch was over. “I will make time to personally show you what’s in the vault. Some of the pieces are treasures of the realm and cannot be altered. Some are mine. All of the jewels are available for you to borrow, and if you see something that belongs to me and you would like to have it customized, all you have to do is ask.”

      “Thank you.” I was awash in gratitude that Violetta and Borya appeared to have heard us. They seemed willing to compromise, and they’d showed us how we could incorporate the Arkadis’ demonic heritage. I was inspired—and motivated—to delve into my family’s witch lore for something special I could contribute to the ceremony. Knowing my grandmother’s love for storytelling, and her preference for doing it in person, Laszlo and I would be adding a trip to México to April’s agenda.

      I quickly typed that into our shared wedding file and set my phone down. Laszlo was already standing, and Violetta and Borya waited to kiss our foreheads in the demons’ traditional send-off. They promised we would have dinner together soon, before the start of their vacation.

      The two left the patio arm in arm, and I reclaimed my seat. My legs wobbled from the weight of Borya’s words. In my heart of hearts, I wanted a wedding ceremony imbued with ritual and meaning, something that would connect the past to the future, and he had provided us with that option.

      My entire upper chest area wobbled too. I was the first of the Brodeur girls to be married, and I wasn’t sure my parents’ ghosts would be there. My next thought was my ongoing struggle to find my voice around Violetta. She was so different from my mother. Moira Brodeur had also been a force of nature, but her energy had been more contained and restrained. Given the work she’d done in recovering kidnapped Magicals, she’d had to stay unnoticed.

      Given Violetta’s elected role within the Reformed Realm, she had to be larger than life.

      “I wish I wasn’t so intimidated by your mother.” I twirled the stem of my glass between my thumb and forefinger
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