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Chapter One
Mina
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Mina awoke to the smell of fresh blueberry muffins and bolted upright.

She knew that smell.

She grabbed her dressing gown, pulling it on over her t-shirt and pyjama bottoms before hurrying downstairs faster than her nine-year-old daughter on her birthday.

She arrived in the kitchen to see her daughter, Diya, at the table, a half-eaten muffin in front of her. And at the oven, still dressed in her black jeans, boots and military jacket, was her wife, Caroline.

Caroline turned off the oven before turning to Mina.

As soon as Mina was sure that Caroline was far enough away from the still-hot oven that she wasn’t in danger of accidental burns, she launched herself at her wife, who quickly swept her up in her arms, kissing her with a passion that Mina still sometimes found surprising from the stoic woman.

“Ewww!” Mina heard from over at the table. “Parents kissing! Gross!”

Caroline pulled away, her cheeks pink. “Sorry,” she said. “I’ve just had a... a strange few weeks. It’s good to be home.”

Mina had to suppress a frown, desperate to ask what Caroline meant by that, but knowing that she couldn’t say anything in front of Diya.

Thankfully, they heard a car honk outside.

“That’ll be Emily’s mum,” Diya said before grabbing her backpack.

“Got your lunch?” Mina checked.

Diya nodded. “Caroline made sure. See you later.”

“See you,” Mina said, turning back to Caroline as Diya headed out of the door. 

Caroline was leaning against the counter, taking the remaining muffins from the tray and placing them on a plate as she dropped the glamour over her, revealing her blood-red eyes and the sword at her side.

“Strange few weeks, huh?”

Caroline gave a tired smile. “Did you expect anything else when I told you what I would be doing?”

“Returning the long-lost Demon Princess - who didn’t know she was the Demon Princess - to her father? Yeah, I guess I knew that wasn’t going to be simple.”

“Oh, she did already know, it turns out,” Caroline said, rolling her eyes. “She just didn’t want to tell anyone until she met her father.”

“Huh. So, it went well, then?”

Caroline shrugged as she passed Mina a muffin. “That part went well, yeah. But... Well, remember my friend Jean?”

“The anti-monarchist radical that none of your noble friends knows you agree with?”

Caroline sighed. “Yeah... Uther attacked them and the rest of Haven.”

“The anti-monarchist community you, again, pretend to not be involved with?”

Caroline nodded. “Yeah, well, there’s not much pretending anymore. At least, not with Princess Freya.”

Mina’s eyebrows shot up into her hairline. “Are you okay? You said you’d be tried for treason if they found out...”

“Don’t worry, Freya’s not exactly happy about the idea of keeping the throne long-term. She wants to help Jean, though I don’t think that’s on the cards right now... Haven was kept safe because they had a piece of something. Something that gave them political leverage.”

At that, Caroline lifted a pendant from beneath her crimson tank top. “When Maltess, the originator of the Royal line, created the spell that kept any Demon from harming or denying her or her children, she knew that there was a chance that her children would not be worthy of such power, and that their siblings might not be capable of keeping them in line. So, she crafted two swords. One embodies and enhances the powers of those with Royal Blood. The other counteracts those powers and can be used by a Demon to kill someone of Royal Blood. The second sword was broken into a hundred pieces, and each piece was given to a noble family for safe keeping.

“This,” she swung the pendant between her fingers, “is the piece I keep safe. There was another piece in Haven, stolen from the Lord who used to rule over them, and that piece gave them political leverage. Until Lord Uther stole it.”

“So, was he looking to destroy Haven or to rebuild the sword to use it against the King and Princess?”

Caroline sighed. “Both, if I had to put money on it.”

“How many other pieces does he have?”

“There’s no way to know. I can be sure that he has almost forty, but I wouldn’t be surprised if he has more than half. He needs all of them, but at this point? I think I’m the only one we can be sure won’t give him their piece.”

Mina sighed, running her hand through her short hair. “So, this is your way of telling me that you’re now at the top of Lord Uther’s shit-list?”

“Now that Freya’s safe in the Underworld, yes, I probably am.” Caroline looked away. “I... I have a way to protect myself, but you’re probably not going to like it.”

Mina’s stomach dropped, sure that Caroline was right on that account. “What is it?”

“The fact that I have no heir makes me vulnerable. If I die, my house dies with me, and another will take its place, and my fragment of the sword. This has happened before, and Uther has made sure that those who were raised up to nobility were loyal to him. But if I had an heir, the fragment would pass to them, and while most of Uther’s followers would agree with killing an adult over politics, he’d probably have a much harder time convincing them that he was right to kill a child. Especially not if that child was his kin.”

Mina frowned. “I’m not following.”

“Uther’s younger brother, Gregor, is one of my oldest friends. And he hates Uther. Since I don’t want people looking into you, and Gregor doesn’t want people realising he’s gay, we’ve been pretending to date in the Underworld for a while now.”

Mina nodded. She already knew that Caroline had been pretending to date her friend, and Caroline had even suggested that the two of them might marry in the Underworld to continue Caroline’s house, but given that Demons had much longer lifespans than Humans, Mina had assumed that would happen long after she was dead. Though the fact that it might happen sooner was why as much as they were ‘married’, they had never done anything the official Demon way.

“So, you’re saying that you’re going to have to marry him now to stop Uther from assassinating you?”

Caroline nodded. “If I don’t, he’ll probably come after me through you, and I refuse to put you in danger like that. Of course, the marriage wouldn’t be real, and I would still be able to split my time between here and the Underworld as much as I do currently, but...”

Mina closed the space between them, wrapping her arms around her wife as she realised why she was approaching the situation so gingerly. “I love you, Caroline. I’m not saying that you being married to someone else is ideal, but I’m not running away.”

Caroline sighed as she eventually put her own arms around Mina. “I love you too, but... It won’t just be marriage for long. That alone won’t make Gregor my heir. We would need to have a child. And soon.”

“And you would want to do what’s best for your child.”

“Of course. And I don’t know what that would look like. How much that would be on Earth or in the Underworld...”

Mina sighed as she pulled away a little so that she could look at Caroline properly. “How much this new family would be involved with Diya and me?”

“I... I wouldn’t want them to be that separate. Or separate at all, if I can help it. But if you don’t want that...”

“I don’t know,” Mina admitted. “I have to do what’s best for Diya and if Gregor would be involved... Well, I don’t think I can make a decision on that without knowing him.”

“If you want, I could bring him to Earth and tell him everything about us. You two could meet, and we could talk about what kind of future we want. You two will get along great, I promise.”

Mina wasn’t exactly convinced that she would be as fond of Gregor as Caroline seemed to think, but she was more than willing to try. She knew that Caroline had to marry someone, and if this didn’t work out...

She had to put Diya first, and if this arrangement wouldn’t be good for her, then Mina couldn’t agree to it, but she didn’t want to lose Caroline.

She wanted this to work. More than anything.

“I’ve got to go back tonight,” Caroline said. “As much as Freya just had her announcement ball, Seph has lined up another one already...”

Mina frowned. “‘Seph’?”

“Queen Persephone.”

Mina raised an eyebrow. “Since when are you two friends? I thought you hated her for ruining your life.”

Caroline rolled her eyes. “I didn’t hate her, I just didn’t trust her. But... Well, she’s been good about this whole Freya thing, and I realised that that distrust had more to do with me than her.”

“And nothing to do with the fact that she ruined your life?”

“She ruined my betrothal to Edric,” Caroline clarified. “And if she hadn’t, I wouldn’t be here with you, so...”

Mina wanted to point out that Caroline also wouldn’t have had to flee in disgrace, and her brother might not have had to join the Demon army to earn back their family’s reputation. And given that he had died fighting in said army...

But then, they had all been fourteen at the time Caroline’s betrothal was called off, Persephone included, so perhaps the weight of Caroline’s brother’s death was a bit much to put on her shoulders.

Still, she had been mean to Caroline, and there was no way that was ever going to be okay with Mina.

“Anyway,” Caroline continued, “I have to be back in the Underworld tonight for another ball. I promised Freya I would be there. If you want, I can ask Gregor to come to Earth while I’m there. He could come here and you two could meet and get to know each other...”

Mina nodded, though she bit her lip as she did so. “I do want to do that, but... My sister is coming into town this weekend. She’s bringing her husband and the baby and... I need there to not be magical complications when we go to my mother’s house to see them all.”

“Of course,” Caroline told her. “Gregor can stay well out of the way of all that. Though... Are you sure you want me to come? I mean, is your mother fine with me being there with her infant grandchild?”

Mina rolled her eyes. “You’re raising her other grandchild, Caroline. It’s fine. She wasn’t happy about me being involved with magic, but she likes you well enough. Especially since she knows that you worry about me being involved with magic as well...”

Caroline smiled sheepishly. “I don’t worry that much anymore. Anyway, I promise, I’ll keep any magical emergencies away from the event.”

Mina let out a sigh of relief. “Okay. Good. I just... I need this to go well. So, just... As long as any and all weirdness is kept to a minimum, and I don’t have to worry about you seeming off or...”

Caroline put up a hand before offering it out to Mina.

Her way of saying that she needed Mina to stop talking and communicate with her in a way she could better articulate herself.

Mina placed her own hand over Caroline’s, accepting the magical bond between them.

Caroline knew that she was worried about the meeting, though she couldn’t understand why, and the way she had been talking...

Mina saw flashes of a young Caroline preparing for balls while well-meaning family members tried to gently tell her how to hide the parts of herself that others wouldn’t accept.

She also felt the wave of panic that swept through Caroline, even as an adult, at being reminded that her best wasn’t good enough.

“I didn’t mean it like that,” Mina told her quickly.

Caroline knew, she felt, she just didn’t understand what she did mean, so it became difficult to see past the possible implications.

“I just...” Mina sighed, wondering if she should try and use the bond between them, though she was always afraid of showing too much or too little. It lacked the precision of words, even if Caroline liked it for exactly that reason.

“You don’t know how things used to be,” Mina explained. “Before my dad died and before I came out. I was... I was kind of a failure. I just couldn’t do well at school. Not at everything. Which now seeing Diya do the same things, it’s easy enough to see that dyslexia was partially to blame, but... That doesn’t make it easier. I got into university, but I didn’t do as well as my parents expected out of me, which was only made worse by my perfect sister being just two years behind me. She was the top of her class and did all of the after-school activities, while I was drinking cheap wine at my friends’ houses. And then once I was done with uni, I joined the police, and I thought my parents were going to actually kill me for that one. The fact that I got married and had Diya... That was the one thing I did right.”

“Your relationship with your mother isn’t like that now,” Caroline said. “Not for as long as I’ve known the two of you.”

“Yeah, and that was... Caroline, that was terrifying. After my dad died, it was like she just gave up. I came back here - back home - not just because I needed childcare for Diya, I came back because I was worried. But I came back having chopped all my hair off, divorced my husband, and dating women. And she just... She was more resigned to it than accepting. And that scared me. When you showed up, and she started yelling at me again for getting involved with magic, it was kind of a relief. And I think that it’s now more acceptance than resignation. But it’s a tentative acceptance that I didn’t want to test.”

“And you think your ‘perfect’ sister coming home will test it?”

Mina nodded. “She wasn’t just perfect as a kid, Caroline. She got into Oxford. She started working a fancy government job that we’re not even allowed to know all the details of because it’s top-secret. She’s now married to a doctor, and they have a baby. So, I’m not even the only one giving my mother grandchildren now.”

Mina sighed, removing her hand from Caroline’s to run it through her hair. “Our life, here, is perfect as far as I’m concerned. And I think that my mother has started to see that. That she’s started to see things from my point of view. And I’m worried that my sister is going to show up and remind her of all of my failings.”

Caroline moved over to Mina, wrapping her in her arms and holding her close.

“Do you want to know the best bit?” Mina mumbled into Caroline’s shoulder.

“There’s more?”

Mina let out a humourless snort before saying, “I haven’t seen my sister since I came out. Or even really talked to her... Which isn’t new for us, we’ve never been super close, she was always too busy for her fuck up of an older sister, but... Yeah, that might be a thing.”

Caroline just held her tighter for a moment before pulling away a little. “If it is, I will fake a very important work emergency, and we can leave.”

Mina smiled. “I would actually love that.”

“Yeah, pre-planned emergencies were how I always dealt with difficult social situations,” Caroline said, smiling back. “And if your family can’t see how brilliant your life is, that’s on them. I mean, you’re dating me, and I’m pretty great, but you also have a wonderful daughter, and you’ve been heading your own task force for years now. A task force that, I will remind you, also deals with top-secret projects and is the reason this city even still exists, so...”

“You’re right,” Mina agreed. “I know that you’re right, I just... I would rather that they see it as well. Even if them not seeing it doesn’t ruin anything for us. And like I said, my mother does like you, so if anything, we should probably be more worried about her seeing a baby grandchild and deciding that she would like another one close to home.”

“Well, if everything goes well with Gregor, that will be the next step...”

Mina didn’t know how she felt about that, but she could feel the tension in Caroline’s frame - the worry that she wouldn’t be okay with it - so she closed the space between them again, bringing their lips together
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Chapter Two
Mina
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“Okay, I might need a hand lacing this up,” Caroline admitted as she looked at her dress in the full-length mirror on the front of Mina’s built-in wardrobe.

Mina smiled as she made her way over to help Caroline with her corset. Diya was sitting on their bed, picking her way through Caroline’s jewellery.

“Why can’t we go with you to these parties?” Diya asked. “I want to dress up in pretty dresses.”

“Because they’re incredibly boring,” Caroline told her with a sigh. “But if it’s just a pretty dress you want, don’t you have a prom when you leave primary school? I can get you a pretty dress like mine for that if you want.”

Mina raised an eyebrow. “She will if you keep up your grades between now and then. Otherwise, I am taking you down to Debenhams, and we will only be checking the sales racks for something that can be reused for weddings and the like.”

Diya pulled a face.

Mina rolled her eyes. “Oh, come on, it’s not even a real prom until you leave secondary school. And even then, when did they start doing proms here, anyway? Do we have to import everything from America?”

“They don’t do proms at South Girls’,” Diya told her, talking about the private school that her friend Emily was going to for secondary. Mina wouldn’t have sent Diya just to be with her friend, but Caroline had offered to
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