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The Grey World
by WinterMist2

Summary

The Horcrux hunt was cut short when Ron left. Not long after, Voldemort showed up and
took Slytherin's locket from Harry and Hermione. The Wizarding World went into full war.
Harry and Hermione stay together through it all, the loss of friends, allies and hope. Still
alive and fighting, but their society is collapsing, so when Harry gets a unexpected treaty
offer, it's hard to refuse.

This story will begin at the end of the second Wizarding War and will therefore mention a lot
of what comes with a war, death, trauma, loss, pain, torture, rape and more. But as of this
moment I do not know how explicit I will make it, so just be warned. There will also be foul
language and sexual acts, some with dubious consent, at best.

I also post the story at fanfiction.net, under the same nick, WinterMist2.
Do not steal my story and post anywhere else. Do not translate my story.

I do, of course, not own any of this. This is the world and characters of J. K. Rowling.

http://archiveofourown.org/users/WinterMist2/pseuds/WinterMist2


The Last Decision of my Life

Chapter Summary

The Horcrux hunt was cut short when Ron left. Not long after, Voldemort showed up
and took Slytherin's locket from Harry and Hermione. The Wizarding World went into
full war. Harry and Hermione stay together through it all, the loss of friends, allies and
hope. Still alive and fighting, but their society is collapsing, so when Harry gets a
unexpected treaty offer, it's hard to refuse.

This story will begin at the end of the second Wizarding War and will therefore mention
a lot of what comes with a war, death, trauma, loss, pain, torture, rape and more. But as
of this moment I do not know how explicit I will make it, so just be warned. There will
also be foul language and sexual acts, some with dubious consent, at best.

I also post the story at fanfiction.net, under the same nick, WinterMist2.
Do not steal my story and post anywhere else. Do not translate my story.

This is the world and characters of J. K. Rowling, and not mine in any way, shape or
form.

Chapter Notes

See the end of the chapter for notes

Slytherin green. That was the colour of the robes he had been given. He had brought his own
robes. His one and only insurrection on this day. His wedding day.

His wedding day.

Harry’s wedding day.

The day he would marry.

The day he would marry Voldemort.

Marry the Dark Lord.

For a truce.

For peace.

To end the war.

Before the war brought an end to all of them.



“They do look good on you, at least.” Draco Malfoy was looking at Harry and his dark
maroon robes with a small frown. The colour was so dark it was almost black. But at least it
wasn’t Slytherin green. He liked the colour green and always had, just not Slytherin green.

Malfoy was impeccably dressed and styled with not a hair out of place and his black robes
pressed to an inch of their life, and still … The war and all the fighting had taken its toll on
him too. He was paler than ever and gaunt looking with dark rings around his eyes to rival
Harry’s own and there was a scar under his jaw and one trailing up under his right sleeve.
Harry had noticed a shaking to Malfoys left hand too, when he kept it still, which was
probably why Malfoy kept that hand behind his back if he didn’t use it. A Malfoy must not
show weakness in any form.

Malfoy looked from his robes to his face. “Granger’s influence?”

Harry nodded and swallowed, wishing desperately for Hermione’s presence here in this
room, at this time. He had seen her the day before, seen her and said his goodbyes. Neither of
them knew if they would see each other again.

His hands were getting clammy, and he reached into a pocket and felt the surface of the
beaded handbag there. Hermione’s gift to him. The bag that had made sure they survived
through so many years of war, of battles and of hardships. She had helped him fill it with
everything they could think off, everything that would help him in the coming days and
weeks. If he survived weeks.

Hermione had decided that he would. That he would survive this marriage and see the peace
the marriage would bring. He might not be free, but he would have a future and he would see
what his sacrifice would give the rest of them.

All of them.

His throat closed while thinking of Hermione’s eyes and face while she wrote those words
down and handed him the notebook so he could read the words, while she pressed his hand
hard enough to hurt with a desperation and a grief in her face that made him want to cry. That
had been last week. This was now.

Now he was getting married.

“Potter?” Malfoy’s voice was almost soft, and he put down the glass he had been holding.
Holding, but not drinking.

“Yes, yes it was Hermione. I found the robes and she changed the colour for me.” His voice
was low, raw.

“She does know what she is doing.” Malfoy said, almost begrudgingly, and tugged a bit at the
shoulders of the robes. Harry didn’t know why. He didn’t particularly like having anyone that
close to him, especially behind him, but he was resigned to deal with a lot of things he didn’t
like, today and for the rest of his most likely short life. It wasn’t like he had actually liked
much of the war, either, just survived it when so many hadn’t.



“She has always known what she is doing, Malfoy. Brightest witch of her year, remember?”
His voice sounded watery now, and his vision blurred. He expected a snort and a comment
about the know-it-all mudblood, but it didn’t come. There was a beat of silence and then:

“Oh, I remember, Potter. I wanted to get the top grade, but no, not even once. Except for the
year after you left, our last year, but by then … it no longer felt important, and really, without
Granger there it wasn’t even much of a competition. I guess there is no taming that hair,
Potter, not even today?” Malfoy took a step back, considering Harry’s hair.

Harry shook his head but turned towards him. “Why are you almost … nice, Malfoy? After
six years of animosity at school and then a whole war on opposite sides, why are you nice to
me?”

“You have a very strange definition of nice, Potter.” He did drawl the words, but there wasn’t
so much as a hint of a sneer or hostility in his face.

Harry raised both eyebrows.

“You husband to be informed me that he would take my tongue if I didn’t watch it today,”
Malfoy admitted.

Harry blanched, and then came the eye roll he had been waiting for.

“Potter, I’m used to it by now. It’s simply a sharp way of telling me to behave, and I have,
and I will, and …” He stopped.

Harry didn’t look forward to the first time Voldemort would make his wishes know to him, in
a similar manner. He knew he didn’t have Malfoy’s protections. He had fought Voldemort at
every turn since before he could remember, and he had fought even harder after the war
began in full. Battle after battle. Year after year. While watching the world crumble around
him. While watching people he knew and loved die, one by one. He wasn’t a pure-blood
prince with a family and connections. He didn’t really have any friends anymore either, just
one. Hermione was the best friend anyone could ask for, but she was just one person. If
Voldemort decided Harry talked to much or said the wrong thing, Harry didn’t doubt, even
for a second, that he would lose his tongue. 

He swallowed hard and pressed his shaking hands against each other behind his back. They
were still clammy, but at least the tears had retreated.

He did this of his own free will.

Because he could think of nothing else to do.

Because no one else could either. Even Hermione.

Because they needed peace desperately.

He, Harry Potter, was marrying the Dark Lord Voldemort, his parent’s murder, the murderer
of so many families, of so many of his friends, he was marrying him of his own free will.



Maybe it would be the last decision he ever made on his own, but he had made this one. He
would stand for it and live with it, but most likely die because of it.

He just hoped it wouldn’t be a slow death. That was his one remaining wish now. No matter
how hard Hermione wanted to believe that he would live and see peace. He hoped it would
be a fast death, without any torture. He hoped …

A hand clamped onto his shoulder, and he reacted. A moment later he was staring down at
Malfoy on the floor, his face slowly reddening while Harry’s hand crushed his throat. Harry
blinked, let go, got up and backed away with his hands in the air.

Malfoy gasped for air, got up on his elbows, coughed and gasped again before he looked at
Harry who now was as pale as ghost.

“I’m sorry,” Harry said slowly.

“Me too.” Malfoy rasped and got to his feet. “You started to shake, and you didn’t respond
when I talked to you. I probably shouldn’t have touched you right then.” He cleared his
throat.

“No, probably not. Did I hurt you?”

“No, it’s more the shock of it. Why it was a shock I have no idea. I have seen you fight with
fists before, when there was no other option.”

Harry nodded and forced the memories down before they could jump him.

“Potter, before we go in … I wanted to tell you something.” Malfoy hesitated.

“Really, and not something that would make you lose your tongue?”

Malfoy nodded. “Maybe ‘tell’ is the wrong word.” Silver eyes met emerald green. “I wanted
to say thank you, for doing this. I know I’m not the one you want to benefit, but still …
Thank you.”

There was silence.

“Why?” Harry had to ask. “When you know I don’t do it for you, why do you even consider
saying something like that?”

Malfoy looked at him for a moment. “Do you know how many are left of our Hogwarts’s
year? Not only from Slytherin or Gryffindor, but from all the Houses in our year?”

“I … I know it’s only me and Hermi left from Gryffindor.” His throat almost closed at the
thought and a list of names wanted his attention, but he kept his attention firmly on Malfoy.

Malfoy nodded slowly and drew a breath. “There are fifteen of us left, Potter, fifteen of
almost a hundred children that begun school that year. Slytherin have four survivors,
including me. Most of the living are from Ravenclaw, because they decided to leave, leave
Britain and the whole of Europe, before the war spread. The numbers are even worse for the



years ahead of ours. The year directly before us … they are all gone, every single one of
them.”

Harry had known it was bad, of course, even an idiot would know that much, but he hadn’t
known it was that bad. A whole class year … wiped out, and his own year, the children he
had grown up with …

The silver eyes were burning into him. “That’s why I’m thanking you, Potter. That’s why
there are a lot of witches and wizards out there who are thanking you today, even if they
never will tell you to your face. One more year of this, maybe two, and we would never have
recovered. Europe’s Wizarding World as a society would have been gone. The losses have
been … extreme, on both sides. As a society we are already limping heavily. It will take
generations to build up our numbers to what they were before this.” He swallowed. “Now,
thanks to you, we have the chance to try. I … we … didn’t want you to go through the day
without hearing those words. Thank you.”

Harry blinked at him, not knowing what to say. Malfoy did really sound like he meant it.

“We?” He croaked out at last.

“My wife and me. Astoria Greengrass did me the honour of becoming my wife last winter.
She lost her sister, who was in our year, and everyone else in her family. Every single one.”

Harry frowned in thought. “Two years younger than us? Quite tall and slender? Blond hair a
bit warmer than yours and … blue eyes? Ice blue? I think I saw the two of you in The
Prophet, but … I also believe I remember her from school, vaguely.”

Malfoy’s face softened. “Yes, that’s her. She is in there now.” He nodded towards the other
room. The room where Harry would soon be married. “She would very much like to be
introduced to you at the reception, if you have no objections.”

Harry blinked again. “I … I mean … Yeah, sure, let’s do that.” He hesitated. “She was the
one that forced you to do this, wasn’t she?” Even with the explanation Malfoy had provided,
this was simply too weird and too unlike Malfoy.

“She mentioned it first, but it made sense to me too. And really, if I had the good sense to
marry the brightest witch of her year - she got the top score three times, I might add - it does
make sense to listen to her, too. It’s the truth, and a horrific war is between schoolboy rivalry
and today. I can give credit where credit is due. Sometimes. If prodded. Heavily. With a red-
hot poker.”

Harry smirked. That sounded more like Malfoy, and at the same time, not quite. But he was
right, now there was a war that separated today and the days when they had exchanged barbs
and threats in the hallways of Hogwarts. Things change in a war. Harry knew that better than
most. He had changed so much, Hermione even more, and the world … He almost didn’t
recognize it, most days.

“I think I would like to meet this wife of yours,” he admitted. “Anyone who dare prod you
with a poker is worth meeting.”



Malfoy grinned at him, an actual grin with humour, silver eyes dancing.

“She’s looking forward to it.” He cast a tempus charm.

Ten minutes left.

Harry tried not to shiver and had to stop himself from looking longingly at Malfoy’s wand.
He had his own still, technically, but he assumed he wouldn’t be allowed to keep it, so it was
now in an indestructible box. A box only Harry could open and only if he was in his right
mind and wasn’t pressured in any way. Say to open the box and give over the wand. He
would rather give the box over, than have anyone handle or use his wand. Hermione had
given him the idea. It didn’t make him happy, but he could live with it. When he died the box
would self-destruct. He hadn’t told Hermione about that part; it was too morbid when she
wanted him to believe that he would survive.

Harry gazed into the big mirror in front of him again. He had looked at the robes, now it was
time to look at the rest. He gritted his teeth and looked. His hair was as it always was, black
and messy and completely hopeless to tame in any way. The emerald green eyes were no
longer hidden behind glasses. It had become too perilous to depend on something that could
fall off his face and basically blind him. He had been able to get the magical procedure done
in Berlin, ten days before Voldemort’s Dark forces had invaded the city.

The scar running from above his right eyebrow and down his cheek had split the eyebrow, but
fortunately hadn’t taken his eye. Two months after he got his scar, Hermione hadn’t been as
fortunate. He had felt so relieved when he had been able to save his eye, but looking at
Hermione now, he knew he would have traded her in a heartbeat, if he could. It was her fast
thinking and excellent spell work that had saved him, after all. Even if he knew the same
spells, the curse that had taken Hermione’s eye had been too vicious. He had saved her life,
but now she was blind on the left side and no Healer or spell they had been able to find, had
been able to undo the curse.

The scar across his right eye was the most prominent one, by far, but it wasn’t the only one.
The ear on his right was missing a part and his chin and jaw had several smaller scars in
addition to a now very pale scar from the side of his mouth almost to his jaw. His neck had an
angry red line across it, the remains of the curse that almost killed him. For a couple of years,
he had had a beard, but he had shaved it of this spring, about two months ago now. He wasn’t
sure if he would grow it out again, or not. The beard hid a lot of the scars and made the rest
less noticeable.

Harry was glad he was dressed from shoulder to toes. His body was worse than his face, the
backs of his hands was dotted and striped with pale scars, and there was his missing little
finger on his left hand. Bellatrix Lestrange’s last malicious act in this life. Hermione had cast
an Avada Kedavra that time. Later she had told him she had panicked; she hadn’t wanted to
use an Unforgivable.

It hadn’t been the last time.

For either of them.



When it came down to kill or be killed; both of them preferred killing. And neither of them
cared much about what that said about them or what their dead friends would have done or
said if they knew. They were dead, Hermione and Harry were not, and they didn’t want to
join them if they could help it.

“Malfoy, I wonder if you might answer a question I have?” He could as well ask, now that
Malfoy was slightly cordial towards him.

“I can try, Potter, but until I actually know the question, I don’t know if I am able to answer.”

“What are my odds?”

“Come again?” Malfoy just looked at him.

“The … Your side, what kind of odds are they giving me, about surviving this? How long do
you think I have? It would be good to know what people that know Voldemort better than me
think, even if it hardly is a guarantee. And do you believe that the truce will hold after I’m
dead? Hermione made sure to have that as part of the contract - it wasn’t in the first draft we
got, strangely enough - but well … We don’t really trust Voldemort to not find a way around
whatever he wants to find a way around. It’s kind of shitty, to be honest, to go through with
this and not knowing if it will last past my death or not, but it’s the only thing anyone could
think of, so …Here to hope, I guess.” The words rushed out of him, but when Malfoy didn’t
answer, Harry had to turn away from the mirror and look at him.

Malfoy stared at him with an expressionless face, his silver-grey eyes didn’t betray a thought
or a feeling.

“Malfoy, are you still with me?”

Malfoy blinked. “You don’t know? No one told you?” The words were whispered.

“No one told me what!” Fear rushed in, it was never far away, after all, and his voice shook.
“No one told me what, Malfoy?!” It was a snarl now.

Malfoy held up his hands. “I can’t tell you, not at this time. It would most likely be my death,
and Astoria’s too.”

“Then … can you at least answer my question, or would that be deadly too?” He had to
breathe, he just … had to breathe. Breathe.

Malfoy hesitated. “Potter … In truth, there are some, idiots all, that are having a bet about
how long you will last. But they are truly idiots, and …” He gave a sigh and met Harry’s
gaze. “Personally, I give you great odds to survive for a very long time, if you watch out for
yourself and keep your worst … sardonic tendencies in check around our Lord. And if you
still were to die … I wholeheartedly believe that the truce will be kept. We simply can’t
afford to fight anymore, that’s the truth of it. And … you don’t believe me.”

“I want to, I do, I can’t remember a time where I have wanted to believe something more …
It’s just …” Harry protested.



“It’s just that you see yourself forever as a martyr and you can’t believe a good turn if it bit
you in the … on the nose,” Malfoy shook his head. “Not that I can’t understand it.
Dumbledore really messed with your head.”

“My head and my entire life, yes. You don’t know the half of it.” Harry had no trouble
agreeing with that part, not now. His perspective on his life and the whole Dumbledore
situation had changed during the war, it had had to change. “When can you tell me the thing I
don’t know?”

Malfoy hesitated. “Because I think that you actually will believe me about your chances,
should you know … I will tell you at the reception.”

When the deed was done. When the contracts were already signed. When there was no way
out for Harry. Not that Harry couldn’t understand Malfoy. If his reaction to this news were
bad and he refused going through with the wedding, it would most likely really mean
Malfoy’s death.

“You promise?”

“I give you my word, Potter.”

Harry nodded.

“I would … like to give you something else, if you are willing to consider it.”

Harry raised a brow.

Malfoy swallowed hard, looked away and then met his eyes head on. “My friendship, if you
will have it.”

“Did your wife put you up to this too?”

Malfoy actually laughed at that.

“She did, she bloody well did!” He gave a sigh. “But only after hearing me tell tales about
you for several years. In truth, I always wanted to be your friend, but I didn’t understand you
and screwed up from day one, and after that … I was too arrogant to accept the mistake and
try again. I still am too arrogant, but Astoria keeps me in check.”

He could almost hear Hermione’s voice in his ear. This is great, Harry! He might not be a
friend, but he can be an ally, and you need that. You have to accept. If he is false, you can kill
him later, you don’t need a wand for that. For now … accept.

“I really have to meet that wife of yours now, Malfoy. She must be a formidable witch, if she
is able to keep even your arrogance in check.” Harry held out a hand.

Malfoy took his hand. “She is, I promise. And it’s Draco, if you don’t mind.”

“Call me Harry, then.”



Draco nodded at him and gave him a crocked smile. “Harry it is.” He cast a tempus charm
again. “Should we go out and get you married then, Harry?”

Harry gave the haggard man in the mirror one last glance and nodded to himself.

“Yes, I think … I think I’m as ready as I will ever be.”

“You are going to survive, you know, both today and in the future.”

Harry only nodded. His throat had closed again, and again he wished Hermione was here. For
one last hug, one last word of encouragement and one last guarantee that no matter what
happened, she would be there for him, even if they never saw each other again, she would
cheer for him and love him, until her dying breath.

He hoped today would help keep her last breath a long way away.

Chapter End Notes

I hope you liked the beginning of this tale, and will continue to read!
Please review.

This story is beta read by Ladylillalove. Thank you for your help and support!



The Beginning of the End

Chapter Notes

See the end of the chapter for notes

It all begun less than a month earlier. Less than thirty days was between the beginning and
the end.

It looked like a normal Wednesday, to begin with. Harry got up after yet another night filled
with nightmares. He dressed, ate a very small breakfast and went to visit Hermione. He got a
bit of a bigger breakfast for them both on the way, he might even have splurged a bit on the
breakfasts foods he knew Hermione liked the best, because he could see that she struggled to
eat and she had been underweight for years now, same as he. He had money, lots of Galleons
stashed away in hidden places before Gringotts shut down, but he couldn’t really move in the
Wizarding World without trouble following him like bad breath and he couldn’t exchange the
Galleons for Muggle money, because Gringotts was shut. So whatever Muggle money he
managed to get his hands on went to food in the Muggle world, that was safer. Fortunately, he
could pay for Hermione’s potions and Healers with Galleons, that made the strain on his stash
of Muggle money a bit less, and because he was used to eat little, he didn’t use a lot of
money on food each week. While Hermione was at St. Mungo’s, he slept in an abandoned
building outside of Manchester. Their tent had been destroyed in an attack, or the charms on
it had. Now the tent was a normal Muggle tent, functional, but small and cold. The
abandoned building was better.

Hermione hadn’t slept much. He didn’t have to ask her to see that. Her face was drawn and
pale with dark circles around her eyes and her mouth were hard and pinched. The pain had
probably been too bad, again. The Healers were completely stumped as to what kind of curse
she had been hit with. It had almost killed her, and it had more or less taken her voice. If she
spoke, even a single word, she was in agony. In the beginning she hadn’t even been able to
try, but she could speak now, if she was willing to pay the price. So, it was getting better, but
slowly, so slowly. The rest of her body was almost healed by now, two months after the
attack.

Her smile trembled on her lips when she saw him, and she took his hands in hers and
squeezed them hard. Desperate.

“We are still here, Hermi, still alive and fighting,” Harry whispered, leaned in and kissed her
cheek. “Still here.” He looked her in the eyes.

One eye was a warm brown, and one was pitch black, no iris, no pupil, no sclera, only black,
and completely blind. Black tendrils framed the left side of her face, from her temple down
her neck. If Harry had known more, known the curse that hit her, or been faster to heal her …
he might have saved her eye. He knew Hermione didn’t blame him, knew she was grateful
for being alive after a curse like that, and still … He should have been able to do more for
her.



“I went to our book-stash up north,” he said with a mischievous smile after checking that the
silencing bubble around her bed was up and working, “and I think I found something good.”

He enlarged the four books he had brought for her. Three of them were pilfered books from
the library at Hogwarts, after the school fell. Better they were in Hermione’s keeping than
rotting on the shelfs, or in hands that didn’t appreciate them. The last book was one from the
Malfoy library. One of many they had taken in the hours between the battle when the
Manor’s massive protective wards had fallen, and the time when the occupants of the Manor
had been able to get the wards up again. Harry didn’t regret the theft for a minute. They had
found some real treasures that time. During the war he had gotten a new awareness for books
and knowledge. It was hard not to, when your only companion was Hermione and you had so
many hours, between strategy meetings and battles, without anything to do.

So many, long, silent hours with nothing to do.

Year after year of it.

“What do you think?”

Hermione rifled through the books, offered him a small smile and handed him the five books
he brought her some days ago, together with a notebook full of notes. He gave her a new
notebook and a new ballpoint pen. It was easier for her to write with a pen than with a quill,
even though her hands mostly had stopped shaking now.

“Still no trouble with the Healers or other visitors?” he asked.

Hermione took out a half full notepad that she used for communicating and an old pen before
scribbling.

No, Harry, St. Mungo’s is still neutral. She rolled her eyes, at least the functioning one. It has
to be. Everyone agrees and no one can enter if they harbour ill intent to someone inside.
Believe me, I have heard the discussions when a Healer has lost someone to the other side
and is unable to come to work because of their anger and grief. And yes, I keep up the wards
you made for me when I’m sleeping and my wand is always very close by, as well as my spare
wands. I’m as safe as I can be, safer than you, probably.

He smiled softly at her, and she smiled back. She had kept her hair short after most of it had
burned off during the massacre at Godric’s Hollow a year ago now. It lay on her skull like a
tight cap, in a way Harry hadn’t believed Hermione’s wild hair could do. Her hair was also
darker now, almost black, another effect of the curse that had taken her eye. Harry wasn’t
entirely sure if the white strands he saw amongst the dark was natural, something that also
had happened when she lost her eye, or if it had come later. Like after the massacre at
Godric’s Hollow.

The left side of her face was heavily marked, but the right side wasn’t much better, from her
temple to her jaw there were a mass of scars after a ball of slicing curses that Harry still
didn’t know how to reproduce. And he had tried.



“I’m grateful that I never have been vain about my looks,” was all Hermione had said when
she had seen the result after the healing. Still, he had held her that night while she had cried.
Then they had made love together, like so many times before. Because the words, the words
weren’t there, or not enough, or simply not right, but touch, touch and tenderness, those still
worked to calm, and please and connect. And that was all they could do, really, try and stay
connected, to each other, to sanity, to the world, what was left of it.

“So, a nap first, or breakfast first?”

Hermione held up her wand and without a word made the bed bigger. Harry got his sneakers
off and climbed in beside her. The Healers had long since stopped trying to keep him from
sharing Hermione’s bed for a nap. They might not like him, or Hermione, but under the rules
of neutrality they couldn’t stop him from visiting and when he was here, a simple ward and
silencing bubble kept everyone away from them. On the other hand, maybe they realised that
Hermione, as their charge, got better with sleep, and that she slept best in Harry’s arms, as he
slept best with her. Not alone. Alone wasn’t good anymore. Everything but good.

After their nap and a late breakfast, Hermione swallowed, reached for something on her
nightstand and handed Harry a roll of parchment with a heavy purple seal with a big M
embossed on it, dangling down from a purple ribbon. She turned some pages in her notebook
and gave him her prepared explanation.

A Ministry clerk came by yesterday, late in the afternoon. He said they couldn’t reach you,
but they knew that I had close contact with you, so he asked if I could give you this. I have
checked it for anything harmful, but Harry, I have a bad feeling about this. Please keep calm
and think about it, whatever that scroll says.

“I will,” he promised her and broke the seal.

Not in his wildest dreams could he ever have imagined what was on that scroll. Silently he
read it through several times before handing it to Hermione. Still dazed and just trying to
understand. Hermione read the scroll and gaped at him, literally gaped at him.

What the hell! Her mouth formed the words without sound, but he knew what she said
because the same words were spinning in his head.

The Ministry of Magic wanted him to seal a truce between the forces of Light and forces of
Dark by marrying Voldemort. The fucking Dark Lord! They wanted him to marry the bastard
after fighting him for years! After almost dying in battle against him, countless times! They
wanted him to marry the evil bastard who killed his parents!

For a truce.

For peace.

But still!

Harry looked at Hermione, she looked back. Still with shock on her face.



And yet … for peace. For all of them.

Peace.

He was tired of fighting. Tired of losing people. Of watching people die. Tired of reading the
lists of dead every week. Tired of hiding. Tired of starvation and cold and fear.

Of course, if he married fucking Voldemort, he would still live in fear, but Hermione and the
rest of them, the rest who still were alive on both sides … They might know peace again.

The Ministry made it sound as a grand scheme. There would be magically binding contracts
on both sides. Voldemort would be the ruling head of Wizarding Britain but would retreat
from the rest of Europe and let them rebuild on their own. As for Wizarding Britain; while he
would rule, the Ministry would still be a functioning part of that rule and Voldemort would
have to keep the promises in the contract that he would sign in addition to the marriage
contract. There would be one contract that would set the boundaries for Harry’s life, for the
rest of his life, there would be no possibility for divorce. And one contract that would set
boundaries for the Dark Lord and his rule. If one believed that was even feasible. Harry
wasn’t sure he could believe in the possibility that anyone, even through a magical binding
contract, could stop Voldemort from doing exactly as he wanted.

“Hermi … I … How did they even come up with something like this!” Harry’s voice shook.

Hermione grabbed his hands for a moment before hurrying to write down her message.

Desperate times requires desperate solutions. And it isn’t as if they themselves have to agree
to marry him. No, they push that onto you; naturally.

Even without her voice, the words were bitter.

“The-Boy-Who-Lived-To-Fucking-Regret-It!” Harry snarled.

She nodded.

“And now they give him what he has wanted all along! Free reign! With the added bonus of
the guy he has tried, and failed, to kill so many times. To torture for however long he wants,
before killing him. Me. What the actual fuck!”

Hermione held out the letter from the Ministry and tapped a portion of it. Harry read it again.

“Yes, alright, the marriage won’t be held before the Ministry and Voldemort agree on certain
policies to make sure that the peace is kept. They have to find a suitable middle ground for a
lot of political questions.” He looked up at Hermione. “I wonder what they will come up with
regarding Muggleborns.”

Hermione frowned a bit.

“Hermi …” He swallowed. “What do you think of this … Is it … is it worth a try?”



Hermione grabbed his hands, looked into his eyes for a long moment and then let go so she
could write.

This has to be up to you, Harry. No one can make this decision for you, and no one else
should. It’s your life, your decision, you and no other have to live with it. Just know that no
matter what you choose, I’m with you, all the way, forever. No matter what, Harry.

She grabbed him when he looked at her again. Grabbed him and hugged the air out of him for
several moments, before kissing his cheek.

They sat I silence for a while before Hermione put a book on her lap and held another one out
to Harry, raising a brow. Neither could think well while reeling this much. Better to distract
themselves for a while and try thinking again later.

“Thanks, I got one. Found one on healing and have already started on it.” He took the book
out of his pocket at made it normal size. “Maybe there will be something for your voice in
here.”

She smiled at him, and they began to read.

An hour went by in silence before screaming was heard outside the room. Coming closer.
Hysterical sobs and smaller, pitiful whines.

“My boy, help my boy! Please! Help him! Help him!” A screech of fear and grief. A woman’s
voice.

 They looked at each other and Hermione nodded towards the door. Harry went. Usually new
arrivals were met, sorted and helped at the ground floor. The hospital tried to keep the two
fractions apart, as much as possible, and sorted the people with different affiliations to
different wards. Hermione had shared her room with a Death Eater before, but only once.
And sometimes sick people got up here by simply pushing through the downstairs staff,
thinking that the real help was in the wards. It wasn’t, especially not in this ward that were
the long time stay ward with people who didn’t need immediate or extreme help.

“Madam, please calm down and put the boy here, then we will get him up …”

“No, he need help now! He need help! Help him!”

Harry looked out into the hallway. The Healer on duty tried her best to keep calm, but the
sight in front of her disturbed even Harry. Two people covered in blood and ash. The woman
held her boy in her arms, but one of his legs … Was it even attached to him anymore? And
her face, it was half gone. A red light was blinking on the wall. The Healer had sent for help,
but as sometimes happened when there was an influx of people, like just after a bloody battle,
there might not be any help to get.

Harry hesitated for a moment before stepping out into the hallway.

“Healer Trelwys, do you know the right spells for this?” Harry asked while the Healer still
tried to get the woman to put the boy down.



“Yes, I do, but for something like this we should at least be three Healers, I’m simply not
strong enough …”

The woman finally put the boy, and his leg, down on the bed, but remained standing over the
bed, hugging him. Crying and sobbing.

“I can give you the power you need, as long as you are able to cast the spells,” Harry said.

The Healer nodded and tried to get the woman to move away, but to no avail. She clung to
the boy.

“Either you Imperio her, or I will,” Harry said after a minute. It was kind of lie, he couldn’t
use Imperio in here, because of the neutrality wards, but the Healer could.

In her shock the woman was killing her son. It would be easier to forgive others for using
Imperio on her, than forgive herself for preventing someone to save her sons life. And
Healers were allowed to use Imperio now, in extreme circumstances. There weren’t enough
of them to help traumatized parents, other relatives or friends, they didn’t have the resources
to keep people still in their beds while healing, either. First, they would save their lives, and
then they could worry about the damage done to their minds while under the Imperius.

The Healer used the curse on the woman and diagnosed the child, her tan face getting paler
by the second.

“Mr. Potter, if you are still willing … we should start right now.”

Harry put a hand on her shoulder and prepared to be the well of power to help save the boy.
They hadn’t worked for more than a few minutes, stopping the bleeding and beginning to
attach the leg again, before the elevator dinged with a new arrival.

“Oh, thank Merlin, finally!” The Healer almost gasped and didn’t even look up before
shouting. “Over here, the boy is still critical and the mother needs help!”

Harry, who were watching the elevator doors, grimaced at seeing a black man storming out of
the elevator, blood on his face and cloak, Death Eater mask in hand and a wild look in his
black eyes.

“Mira! Oberon! No!” He ran towards them.

The Healers head jerked up when she realised no help were coming, quite the opposite.

The Death Eater reached what Harry assumed were his wife.

“She is in shock and under the Imperius,” Harry said in a low voice, to give the Healer the
opportunity to continue healing the boy. “She wouldn’t let go of the boy to let the Healer do
her work.”

The Death Eater’s eyes went from his wife to Harry. Hate and desperation were dancing in
his black eyes.



“Potter.” He began lifting his wand and was summarily smashed into the wall by a spell from
the open door right by him.

“That was Hermione Granger,” Harry said slowly. “She stopped you from doing something
truly stupid, like hurting the man who right now helps save your son’s life. Or, like activating
the neutral wards that will burn your wand hand if you use certain kinds of magic. She will
let you go, if you promise to keep calm and not get in the way of the healing. We all know
how it feels to come right from combat to bad news.”

The man blinked several times, took and deep breath and nodded. “Yes, of course. My
apologies. I … I …” Hermione released him, and he hurried over to his wife, looked at her
face and closed his eyes in defeat. “And now we attack innocent civilians … even children.”

Something in his voice told Harry that the ‘we’ were everyone in the war, not a specific side.
There hadn’t been a truly neutral party to the war for years, neither side accepted that
anymore, but both sides let children and parents that stayed home with said children, in
peace.

Harry’s heart wanted to beat out of his chest.

“Children? For how long? I have been … out of touch … for a while.” Most days he didn’t
have it in him to read the papers, and while Hermione was at the hospital, he didn’t join the
fighting. He didn’t want to risk dying and leave Hermione behind without a clue where he
went or if he would come back. She did the same for him when he was recuperating. They
still saw plenty of fighting, every year.

The man swallowed. “I first heard about it about a month ago, and when the madness first got
started …”

There would be no stopping it, Harry knew.

No stopping hurt people from getting their revenge in the worst possible way. By killing
more children.

Both sides were now targeting children. How could the Light even call themselves that, if
they targeted innocent children, little children?! Even the Dark side had refrained from doing
that, as far as Harry knew, up until now.

He himself was the only exception to that rule.

Suddenly, the missive from the Ministry didn’t sound as bizarre anymore. It was desperate.
They were desperate. All of them. Watching this man, this Death Eater, crying silent tears
while watching his blood covered boy and his imperioed wife, Harry understood that
desperation and saw the Ministry’s proposal in a new light.

The choice they all had was between ending this war now, or be completely annihilated,
down to the last child.



Harry cleared his throat while he felt the Healer pull on his power harder and harder while
she tried to repair what had been done to the boy’s insides.

“If you can keep control off your wife, if she turns violent in her shock, you can lift the curse.
Hermione has healed me when I was similarly hurt, she should be able to heal your wife, if
you cannot. The Healer are too occupied right now. I don’t know why no one is coming to
help.”

The man swallowed hard. “We are just a few of the wounded of this battle, the downstairs
atrium is crammed with wounded and dying.” He stopped, breathed slowly and continued. “I
cannot … I cannot lift my arm.” The man looked down at the arm that held the Death Eater
mask, it hung limply by his side and Harry saw that the sleeve was soaked in blood. “I will
not be able to hold her, should she react badly again. I’m sorry, my love.” He touched the
good part of her face. “So sorry … I’m so sorry.”

“Hermi, do you mind healing the mother? It looks like one of those face eating curses …”

Green sparkles shot through the door in answer.

“She has lost her voice, but she’s very good at non-verbal spells,” Harry said to the man.
“Just go inside, stop by the green line on the floor by her bed and let her heal your wife.”

After a look at Harry and one at the boy on the bed, the man carefully guided his wife inside
the room where Hermione was.

“I can’t give you much more now,” Harry whispered to the Healer.

He still had a lot of power, but he might need it himself, if not to fight the Death Eater father,
the maybe this evening if his hidey-hole was found, or tomorrow when he was on his way to
visit with Hermione. He couldn’t afford to weaken himself too much, not even for the life of
an innocent.

There had been a time where he wouldn’t have held back at all and said to hell with the
consequences the loss of power could do to him; take what power is needed to heal the child.

That time was a long time away now, and several ambushes ago.

“I know I have taken a lot,” the Healer said. “He is no longer in danger of dying or being
permanently mutilated. The rest can wait for a bit. Thank you. And thank you for helping
with the rest of his family too.”

Harry didn’t answer. He was relieved that he had helped getting the boy out of danger, before
he had to start thinking of himself and his own survival. Trying to save the boy’s life was a no
brainer. But why did he care for either of the parents, people who had chosen their side and
fought for it? Both were probably younger than Harry himself, maybe as much as five years
younger, but they had still chosen and still fought. Harry didn’t know why he cared.

He only knew that both sides now killed children.

Both sides used Dark curses; they had done it for years.



Both sides used all the dirty tricks in the book.

And both sides were desperate.

Some hours later Harry was talking to Germain Bandini, the Death Eater father, while his son
and wife slept in the other bed in Hermione’s room. Because, of course, they had gotten a bed
there. Of-fucking-course they had. They went through the newspapers Hermione had kept a
hold on for the past two months. She hadn’t mentioned the new turn in the war, with the
tactic of killing children, to Harry. Her sleep didn’t get worse by news like that, while his did,
so she did the reading and told him what she considered necessary for him to know.

She had broken their agreement in a way, by withholding the information on the new turn of
events, but he had readily forgiven her when she had admitted to doing so because she was
selfish and afraid that he would leave to fight if he knew about it. He knew he would have
done the same to her, without hesitation. Other people might call them selfish and self-
absorbed all they wanted. He only had Hermione and she had only him, and they had already
lost so much.

But now he read the papers and knew he would have nightmares for years, staring row after
row of murdered children. Only their names, thank fuck, but still.

“Why?” Harry asked through gritted teeth, almost pulling his hair out. “I don’t get why!”

“I don’t know,” Bandini said in a low voice. He was healed and had gotten cleaned up, but
still was in his Death Eater robes, his mask lay on the table between them together with the
big pile of newspapers. It was hard for Harry to keep his eyes of it, and even harder not to
smash it, but he managed. “I don’t know how it even started, but suddenly … it simply …
was … The worst part … would you like to know the worst part, Mr. Potter?” He hesitated
and looked at Harry’s waxen face and blown pupils.

“There is something worse than killing children in their beds?!” Harry croaked and slapped
one paper down on the table, with just that story on the front page.

“No one orders it, from either side. My Lord has tried to disabuse his followers of this tactic,
several times, and threaten with severe punishment if he catches the guilty part of such an act.
And your side …” He held up a newspaper where the Ministry begged people to let the
innocent civilians be and reminded them that it in fact was illegal, even during a war, to kill
children, no matter their parent’s affiliation. He held up two other papers which said the same
thing. “The Ministry do in no way, shape or form authorize these killings, Mr. Potter, no more
than the Dark Lord does.”

“So, what you are telling me is … Both sides have rouge groups that go against their leaders?
Or do we have one rouge group killing children from either side for the hell of it?”

“I sincerely wish I knew. Those I fought today … Those who attacked my home … I don’t
know who they were. They didn’t have Death Eater masks, but the where heavily hooded and
cloaked. They could have been anyone, from any side. I didn’t even manage to incapacitate
and hold back any of them, so I could find out who they were. Then and there … I thought,



naturally, that it was your side … but honestly … I do not know.” He dragged a hand over his
face. “I simply do not know.”

“I guess that the Ministry and Voldemort won’t be able to find out either, because of all the
time and effort going into the rest of the war.” Harry barked out a humourless laugh. “Ha!
Without knowing who is behind it, even a truce between the parties won’t grantee a stop in
the killings. The world is well and truly fucked now.” 

Moments later a paper plane crashed into his head and Harry flattened out the piece of paper
and read Hermione’s words, nodding slowly.

“She says that even if the killings don’t stop during a truce, there will be more people and
resources to find the culprits, and everyone would like to hunt them down and stop them.”

“Too true,” Bandini said with a sight, “too true. And with a truce I might actually be able to
see my son grow up too, both because I will be alive to see it, and I will have time at home.”

Bandini left an hour before Harry had to leave. Harry wanted to be sure that the man wasn’t
waiting outside the hospital to follow him out of the neutral zone around the hospital.
Whatever kind of unspoken accord that had been between them during the hours at the
hospital, Bandini was still the enemy. Even if he seemed like a kind and caring husband and
father and even if he had talked respectfully to both Hermoine and Harry, after the first few
moments; he was still the enemy. Harry would not and could not forget that, and he was
certain Bandini wouldn’t forget it either.

“Hermione,” Harry whispered.

She looked at him like she knew what he would say, but she didn’t try to stop him or write
down something for him to read. 

“Would you really be my friend, even if … even if I should marry Voldemort to try for that
treaty? To try for peace. Would you really not turn your back to me? Or think less of me for
holding on to a foolish, foolish hope?”

Hermione swallowed and tears shone in her one healthy eye. She started writing, but her
shoulders shook and her hand spasmed around her pen, and Harry got up into the bed to hold
her while she wrote and cried.

I would never, ever, turn my back on you, Harry James Potter! Ever! I would miss you
immensely, every minute of every day, for the rest of my life, if you choose to take this road.
But I will always love you and always be by your side in minutes, given the opportunity,
always.

“I suspect that both the Ministry and Voldemort have their own plans and wishes for the
marriage contract and the treaty, but will you help me look them over and make my own
conditions, where they will permit me to do so?”

Of course I bloody will, Harry! Of course! You should at the very least be allowed conditions
in the marriage contract.



Harry wasn’t so certain that was the case. The way he read the situation was that he was the
worm on the hook, making sure the fish would bite and be caught. No one really cared what
the worm thought about his situation, did they?

She hugged him hard and cried.

He hugged her back and cried till his head hurt.

He had fought for peace and freedom more or less his whole life, certainly his whole adult
life.

Now he would stop fighting; for peace and for the freedom of others, by giving up his own
independence.

The bloody Boy-Who-Lived-to-Regret-it-Deeply. That was him.

That would always be him.
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The ceremony with its contracts and its wows hadn’t been too bad. It had been short and to
the point. Even the ring he had gotten wasn’t too bad, a simple band made of platinum with a
small emerald. Voldemort’s ring had a ruby, because of course it did. The receiving line that
Voldemort had insisted on afterward, on the other hand, had been bad. And long, so bloody
long. There had been Ministry official after Death Eater and then reporter after another
Ministry official and then … On and on and on.

Voldemort was now something like a blend of Minister of Magic and King of Wizarding
Britain, or High Lord, because he did like that lord bit, didn’t he? Could he be High Lord
when he was the only lord? Maybe he would make new lords of the people that pleased him,
or maybe from the Death Eaters from his Inner Circle?

On paper, Harry was his consort, not his equal in consequence or power, but not far off either.
Certainly closer than anyone else. In reality, Harry very much doubted it would work like
that. But he had managed to get some say in the marriage contract and even something in the
treaty. He hadn’t dared try for too much, in case that would irritate Voldemort and make his
circumstances worse. But he could live with that, so long as he was allowed to live, at least.

Now he had hidden away in a corner. Voldemort was talking to a blend of former Death
Eaters, now soon to be Ministry workers, and long-time Ministry workers, some of whom
had also been Death Eaters, naturally. If Harry couldn’t get his back against a wall, right the
fuck now, he would lose what little control he had. Temper and nerves both.

He didn’t like rooms full of people, for a very good reason. He didn’t like to be in a crowd,
for an even better reason. Toss in a blend of loud voices, music to hide the sound of an
impending attack and a squeal or a bang or a flash from a camera, and Harry was fit to be
tied. He needed a corner and some quiet, and he found it. He even found a chair.

He got a bit of calm, for a few minutes before Draco Malfoy approached. Draco would of
course know every nook and cranny where someone might hide away, having grown up at
Malfoy Manor. He and Astoria had offered Voldemort a wing of the Manor for as long as he
wanted, to hell with the fact that big rooms, generally unknown surroundings and strange,
even hated faces, would guarantee that Harry wouldn’t be able to relax, even a bit, for a long,



long time. On the other hand, what had he expected, really? To be asked for an opinion on the
matter? To be listened to if he should offer one?

Ha had lived through worse, a lot worse, he would find way to live with this too.

Draco brought with him two flutes of champagne and handed one to Harry.

Harry shook his head. “Not a good idea right now.”

Draco snapped his fingers and a house elf popped in with a tray and Draco tried to give Harry
a firewhiskey instead.

Harry shook his head and blinked at the elf that was dressed in a smart black robe, black
shined shoes and … a neon green sock and another sock with peacocks on it. On the shoulder
of the robe there was embroidered an H and an P in silver. For a moment Harry was certain
that he was hallucinating.

“Dobby?” he whispered.

The elf grinned at him, huge eyes crinkling at the corners.

“Mister Harry Potter sir! Dobbys happy seeing you, Mister Harry Potter sir!”

Harry smiled in return, the first smile that day. He couldn’t help it. It felt good seeing Dobby
there. And very unexpected.

“Right, you two know each other,” Draco drawled. “I did wonder what Astoria was on about
this time. Should have known she knew what she was doing, she always does.”

“I’m really happy to see you too, Dobby, but … aren’t you a Free Elf anymore? What
happened? And what are you talking about, Draco, what does your wife have to do with
this?” Harry looked at Draco.

“Dobby will always be Free Elf, Mister Harry Potter sir!” Dobby squeaked. “Mistress Astoria
Malfoy found Dobby and says Harry Potter would live under her roof and that she wanted
Harry Potter to have personal elf, Dobby said yes at once, sir, at once! It be pleasure to be
Mister Harry Potter’s personal elf, sir! It make Dobby so happy, sir!”

“And there you have it,” Draco waved a hand, “my lovely wife’s machinations in the works.
Slytherin to the core, she is.”

“But you are still free, you didn’t get bound again?” Harry wanted to be absolutely certain.

Dobby vanished his tray and drew himself up in all his tiny height. “Dobby is Free Elf,
Mister Harry Potter sir! Mistress Astoria gave Dobby clothes and says: “Dobby, because I’m
not truly your Mistress, you do not need to call me so. Simply Astoria will do.” She says that
to Dobby, Mister Harry Potter sir, but Dobby says to her: “Dobby will be calling yous
Mistress Astoria, Mistress Astoria, because yous kind Mistress and yous asked Dobby the
Free Elf to serve Mister Harry Potter.” Dobby says that to her, Mister Harry Potter sir.”



“If that is the case, then I’m really happy to see you, but seriously, Hermione is going to kill
me when she learns about this.”

Dobby grinned at him, all teeth. “Dobby is Free Elf! Miss Hermione cannot tell Dobby what
to do!”

Draco chuckled. “That would be hypocritical of her, wouldn’t it?”

Harry nodded and closed his eyes. He didn’t even know if he would be allowed to write to
Hermione, much less see her again. And that hurt.

Dobby snapped his tray back into his hands and held it up. “Mister Harry Potter sir wants
something to drink sir?”

“Just water, Dobby, or a beer, do you have beer?” He looked hopefully at the elf.

He ignored Draco’s snort of derision and grabbed the tall glass of dark beer that Dobby gave
him, before he disappeared with a wink.

“So, your wife procured an elf on my behalf; when will I get to meet her?”

“She is talking to a friend right now, but I would be happy to introduce you before dinner. We
sit at the same table.”

Harry drank a bit of his beer and swallowed hard. “And when will you tell me what I don’t
know?”

Draco hesitated. “That was what the alcohol was for, Potter.”

Harry looked up at him and met worried silver eyes. 

“It’s that bad, is it?”

“At first, I thought it would be good for you to know, but then I realised that if you went into
this situation not knowing … then maybe you wouldn’t see it as good … and now I worry
that you won’t like it. Even if it should calm your fear as to whether you will survive or not.”

“Just tell me already.” Harry’s voice was hoarse, his body tensed up more and more, his heart
beat so hard it pulsed in his head. His vision was dimming.

“Don’t panic or try to run; will you promise me that? I seriously think this is a good thing,
Harry, and …”

“I’m panicking right the fuck now, Malfoy! Tell me!” It was a growl.

“The idea of the truce and the marriage didn’t come from the Ministry; it came from the Dark
Lord. He wanted to marry you. As far as I know, he worked for months to make it happen; to
plant the idea in the Ministry and make sure it took. Then he made certain you would be
contacted and involved and then there was the process of making the contracts … Why



would he do all that if he meant to hurt you or kill you? I don’t know if you will be happy,
but you will be safe. Do you hear me, Harry? You will at least be safe. Harry?”

Draco had rushed through the words, and they left Harry gasping. Slowly he crumpled and
buried his face in his hands. If the idea had originated in the Ministry, then he felt he at least
knew the idea and the people behind it and understood how it had come to be.

Now … now it was Voldemort’s idea, and Harry had no clue at all as to why he would want
to marry Harry bloody Potter, if not, that is, to be able to torture and kill him at his own
leisure.

“How can you believe, even for a moment, that that makes it any better!” Harry grit out.

“He must have had a purpose for doing it, correct? If he merely meant to kill you, he could
have kept the war going and …”

“And I have evaded him and death countless times by now, if only by sheer dumb luck. Now
he has me in his grasp and I can’t fight anymore, without breaking the truce. I can’t leave, I
can’t fight; he is the Lord of fucking Britain! Why wouldn’t he want to end the war this way?
And why would this information give me any hope at all!” It was a hissing shout, but he kept
his voice very low.

A hiss in answer made both Harry and Draco jump. They looked around, but it was Harry
who first saw her.

“Nagini.” Strangely enough, knowing where that hiss had come from, even knowing it was
that enormous snake of Voldemort’s, calmed down his pounding heart.

She flicked out her tongue and hissed again.

“Masters young consort is angry and …” She tasted the air again. “… desperate, running-
for-his-life desperate. Did Astoria’s consort upset you, young one?”

Harry hadn’t felt young in a very long time. He felt old, haggard, exhausted, starved and used
up; not young, but compared to Voldemort, he guessed he was young. And that little fact
wasn’t even on the list of problems he had with this match.

He looked at Nagini for a while, but she only raised herself to the height of his head and
waited.

“No, he did not upset me, what he told me upset me, but that wasn’t his fault.”

“What did he say that upset you so much, young consort?”

Harry hesitated. “I don’t believe that is any of your business, Nagini,” he said in the end.

She swayed a bit, as if thinking about it, and then she left without another word.

Draco sighed and shuddered. “Bloody big snake,” he muttered.



“Did you know she refers to you as Astoria’s consort?”

“No, but I’m not surprised. Astoria likes Nagini, and Nagini likes Astoria. I generally like
snakes too, but Nagini is a bit too … big and unpredictable for my tastes, and there is that
little trouble with me having seen her consume human’s whole, and alive.” He shuddered
again. “Look, Harry …”

“Let it go, Draco. It’s too late anyway. It’s not like I thought I would actually survive this
war. To have lived past the signing of the peace treaty is something of a miracle. I don’t want
to think about this anymore.”

He refused to think about it.

Refused to think about what plans Voldemort had for him.

Refused to think about all he would probably never be able to do or see or experience.

Refused to think about himself as trapped.

Pain stabbed at his heart. He had been imprisoned a time or three during the war, he had been
trapped, but never in a trap as exquisitely made out and baited as this one. And here he had
believed that it was he who was the bait, he who was to make sure that Voldemort joined the
treaty, when all along it might as well have been the other way around. For all he knew; the
peace treaty could have been the bait for him, so he would walk into the trap.

For the fucking Greater Good.

To satiate his hero complex, or something.

The-Boy-Who-Lived-to-Fucking-Regret-it! Yes, that’s still me. The-Boy-Who-was-too-Stupid-
to-Live. Damn it all to hell! Harry chuckled a hollow laugh and waved a hand when Draco
raised a pale eyebrow.

“I noticed Astoria looking this way, would it suit you to meet her now?”

“Yes, please, that would suit me just fine.” Better than thinking about this for a second
longer.



Reactions and Preparations

The following weeks, after Harry sent the Ministry a letter where he accepted the deal the
Ministry wanted to make, was some of the hardest in Harry’s life. And with the life he had
led, even before the war, that was saying something. It felt like he slowly, so slowly, was
walking towards his own execution.

Hermione tried to listen and comfort him and let him talk about the feelings that were eating
him alive, but the thought of losing him was hard for her too. To not even be allowed to
believe, to hope, that he would survive in his marriage to Voldemort was crushing her. So, he
attempted to hold back those beliefs, those feelings, even when she tried to insist that she was
the one who had to be strong now. It wasn’t she who would marry herself away for peace,
and Harry was absolutely in the right to unload on her as much as he possibly could. She was
able to get him to unload, almost against his will, a couple of times after he had decided to let
her live in hope, at least, but other than that he kept his feelings to himself.

He held back the fear, the hopelessness, the rage, and the panic that woke him several times
each night, often screaming as if he was burning alive in Fiendfyre. Those screams were new,
even for him. Not the fact that he could wake up screaming, but the fact that it now happened
every night, several times each night, while the sweat was pouring off him. Often his face
was wet with tears too. He was not alright, not at all alright. And there was nothing he or
Hermione could do. All he could do was to try to take the burden from her, who didn’t have
to bear it.

Hermione kept her word, of course, and looked through both the peace treaty and the
marriage contract and together they made suggestions and even a couple of demands on the
marriage contract. Several of the suggestions to the peace treaty were followed and all of
Harry’s demands on the marriage contract. When Hermione saw it, she hugged him hard.
Maybe believing that it was a sign that he would get to live through this. Harry viewed it
differently; why shouldn’t Voldemort agree to Harry’s demands? It wouldn’t matter if he was
going to kill him anyway.

One demand he didn’t make was a guarantee that he wouldn’t be harmed or killed. Hermione
didn’t mention it either. Maybe she wanted to hope that it was a given. He didn’t want to
mention it and get a refusal and thereby removing all hope from Hermione.

The Ministry didn’t waste any time at all announcing that a treaty was under way and would
be sealed by the marriage between Lord Voldemort and the Boy-Who-Lived, and the
following reactions made Harry happy that he had put up wards that made it impossible for
owls, or anyone else, to find him at the place he slept nowadays. He also got a little stumped
by how many that still, still, had enough energy to react vehemently to such news.
Unfortunately, that meant the St. Mungo’s got all those letters, spewing vitriol and hate and
harsh words and threats, more often than not. Hermione was almost brought to tears several
times while trying to help him sort the mail. He had decided that he would try to answer a
few of the polite ones, every day, but not more. They had to sort through a small mountain of
hate to get to the few well-wishers or polite inquiries about the treaty and marriage.



Germain Bandini, the Death Eater father, became an unexpected associate, almost an ally. He
came to visit his son several hours a day for over a week after he first arrived with his family.
The wife, Mira, stayed at the hospital with little Oberon until the boy was well enough to
leave. The day when the Ministry and Lucius Malfoy - the bloody excuse for a human being
had survived - announced both the treaty and the nuptials, Bandini had stopped by
Hermione’s bed where she and Harry were deep into their separate books and studies.
Bandini waved outside their silencing bubble and ward line and took the step across the ward
line first after Hermione looked up at him, moved her wand to cancel the warding and
nodded. He held up a folded newspaper, obviously The Prophet, and said:

“I don’t know if you have read this or not. Do you want to read it?” He looked straight at
Harry, a blend of curiosity and sympathy in his black eyes.

Harry blanched. “They have released the news already?”

Bandini nodded. “I believe both sides hope to get the fighting to stop, even if the truce isn’t
official yet.”

“Has there been any other attacks where children were the target?” Harry asked.

“I haven’t heard about any, no.” His dark skin got a little greyish with the thought.

Hermione hit Harry on the shoulder, he looked at her and she pointed fiercely at the paper
Bandini held.

“Oh, yes, we would like to read it, please. Or Hermi would at any rate.” Harry drew his wand
and checked the paper for anything harmful, Bandini didn’t as much as lift a brow at that, and
gave the paper to Hermione before continuing to read his book. Only to be disturbed by
Hermione hitting his shoulder, pointing at a paragraph in the paper and growling.

“Watch it, Hermi, do not use your vocal cords!” Harry growled right back and read what she
wanted him to read while she wrote in big block letters in her notepad. While he read, he felt
rage wash through him. Not because of what Malfoy had told the paper, not because of the
words he used, but because he could utter those words, because he was alive to utter them.
And he shouldn’t have been. If there were any justice in this world, he shouldn’t have been.

Hermione held her notepad in his face when he looked up at her again. Her hands were
trembling. A cloud of rage darkened her face and Harry would have sworn he saw a hint of a
red glint in her blind, black eye.

FUCKING MALFOY!!!!!

“Yes, I agree. Fucking Malfoy. The thought that he survived and so many kind and good and
innocent people did not … We should have killed him when we had the chance.”

It wasn’t entirely true that they had let a chance to kill him escape them, on purpose. They
had tried to kill him in every battle they had seen him in since the massacre at Godric’s
Hollow. Twice they had gone out and actively hunted him to bring the bastard down, but they
hadn’t been able to afford to use any more time or energy on the hunt after that second time.



Survival first.

Victory second.

Revenge, a lousy third.

Harry knew a lot of people would tell him that he had his priorities wrong. Victory should be
on the top of the list and revenge had nothing to do on such a list for a fighter for the Light
forces. He didn’t see the use of victory if Hermione wasn’t able to benefit, and she felt the
same way about him, so they both had to survive for victory to matter. It was selfish and
probably wrong not to be willing to sacrifice all for war and victory, but they had sacrificed
enough already, Harry thought. As for revenge and the whole “don’t stoop down to their
level” bullshit … Harry didn’t put much stock in that anymore.

Some people simply needed killing.

Lucius Malfoy was on the very top of that list. He shared the honoured placement with Fenrir
Greyback.

Hermione was almost frothing at the mouth; she was that angry. Now she lifted an eyebrow,
gripped her wand and made as if she was going to get out of bed. She had a truly murderous
look on her face.

Harry jumped up into the bed, caught her and hugged her towards his chest.

“No, no, you can’t, Hermi, I’m sorry, but you can’t. You aren’t healed yet.”

She fought him, hard, trashed in his arms and did her damndest to get free, but because she
didn’t want to hurt him, he held on. He was grateful for the silencing bubble that hindered the
noise from disturbing the boy in the other bed, or the Healers or the other sick and injured
people at the ward.

Still, Oberon’s parents saw what was happening and Bandini showed up again, waving
outside the warding line and pointing at himself and then at Hermione. Of course, that was
the moment Hermione’s power spiked and sparks flew from her hair and along her arms and
fingers to gather around her in a cloud of sparks and flashes of power. Harry gasped when the
power flicked against him, it didn’t harm him, it was just uncomfortable. For anyone
Hermione didn’t love, it would be agony. He gritted his teeth, held on and managed to turn
his gaze to Bandini again.

Bandini was staring slack jawed at Hermione. Through ferocious reading and a few tentative
questions to trusted allies, Hermione and Harry had figured out that seeing power storms like
this wasn’t usual. At least, not for other people. For the two of them it had become downright
normal. It happened far too frequently for comfort, when one of them was feeling anything
negative strongly enough. Fear, rage, panic, desperation and grief were the more common
ones, but there were a lot of intense and very bad feelings to choose from, after years of war.
Most often they could transform the power to controlled spells and magic, but if they truly
lost it … Harry didn’t want to think what could happen if Hermione truly lost it at the
hospital.



Harry shook his head fiercely at Bandini and pointed him away from the bed. Hermione
wouldn’t actively try to hurt Harry, not even when she was like this, but she would react
extremely aggressively if anyone else came close. Harry couldn’t guarantee Bandini’s safety,
or life, if he intervened. Bandini nodded and hurriedly got out of Harry’s sight, but Harry
could feel him setting up protective shields between the two beds in the room. The man was
far from stupid, just stupid enough to swear to Voldemort.  

Harry’s wand was on the floor now, and so he used a non-verbal and wandless Accio to
retrieve a small potion bottle from his bag. He flipped the lid off and managed to feed the
potion to Hermione without her spitting it out in her rage, or biting him in the process. It
worked immediately, the way she had brewed it to do, and she instantly calmed and almost
before he had gotten her properly into bed, she fell asleep.

Not long after a Healer came into the room, waited by the ward line and stepped over it and
into the silencing bubble when Harry let her in.

“Mr. Potter, are you both alright? The observation charm on Miss Granger went off rather
violently, I have got strict orders to wait for a few minutes before answering the call if it goes
off like that …”

“That is the protocol we agreed upon with the Head Healer, to attempt to keep the Healers
safe,” Harry stated tiredly. “Hermi will sleep for a little while now, and be calm the rest of the
day.”

The Healer hesitated. “Can I get you anything, Mr. Potter?”

“A coffee? Please?” he asked hopefully. He wasn’t ready to even try to relax, even if a nap
would do him good. Adrenaline was rushing through him, drumming in his ears, pulsing hard
enough to make him want to gasp. There would be no relaxation for him for a while.

He got his coffee and read the rest of the newspaper announcement about the marriage and
the truce, before going back to his studies. He really hoped to find something to help
Hermione’s voice or eye before he had to leave her.

Two hours later the very first bucket of letters arrived, and they never really stopped.

 

 

The day after, Bandini found them with even more letters on Hermione’s bed. He stopped by
the foot of the bed after Hermione nodded for him to approach, hesitated and said:

“I have a spell that sorts Howlers out from the rest of the mail, so they can be terminated
before they explode.”

“Really? That would be great right now.” Harry dragged a hand through his hair. “We try to
get to them in time, and we have used plenty of silencing charms in addition to our usual



bubble but some of these buggers refuse to be silenced!” He glared at the letters.

Bandini waved his wand and four Howlers shot out of the pile, he promptly cast a curse at the
letters that made them melt. 

“Let me show you the spell and then I have one that is actually capable of finding paper with
a lot of profanities on them. I assume those would also hold little of interest.”

“You are not wrong,” Harry said. “And those with a lot of expletives are also those who most
often hold threats and nasty hexes, curses and potions. It would be good to get rid of all of
those. Howlers are most often protected against anything that would stop them from being
heard, what was the spell you used?”

“A Dark one, but one that the neutral ward at the hospital lets me use because it wasn’t
against anything living.”

“Any chance you could teach us that one too?”

“It’s Dark,” Bandini said again.

“I heard you; we would still like to learn it. You don’t seriously think that we have survived
this long on so-called Light spells alone?”

“I have heard rumours, but …”

“They are probably all true, even though some of the ones I have heard are exacerbated quite
a lot.”

Hermione held up her hand and showed a tiny space between forefinger and thumb, while
making a grimace.

“A bit more than that, Hermi.”

She rolled her eyes.

Bandini started to teach them the three spells.

 

 

It was a week later, the day Oberon was going to be released from the hospital, that Bandini
went from ‘friendly, but dangerous associate’, to ‘still dangerous but obviously an ally, for
now’.

“I don’t understand what they are thinking, I don’t understand how they believe this is going
to work!” Harry was shouting, which was fine because the silencing bubble kept their words
private. He stood by the bed, a letter in one hand while the other switched between tugging at



his hair and waving around. “And they …” He stopped suddenly because Hermione was
looking over his shoulder. Harry spun around, wand at the ready.

Bandini lifted his hands in the air, no wand to be seen. Harry nodded at him and let him
through the ward.

“I was simply going to say goodbye and again thank you both for the help with healing my
family, but now my curiosity forces me to ask: what is going on?”

Harry looked at Hermione who nodded after a moment.

“We are working with the Ministry to make a decent peace treaty. They never wanted our
input, but we are giving it anyway and they can’t get themselves to tell us to butt out, because
… well …”

“Naturally,” Bandini said smoothly.

“And they have changed a couple of things and added some things after comments from us,
but they are being exceptionally stubborn when it comes to Muggleborns. Their idea is pure
… shite …” Harry stopped abruptly before nodding to himself.

“I get that they would like to be the good guys. I get that they would like to give parents a
choice, of course I get that. The idea of taking magical children from their Muggle parents is
absolutely abhorrent! But we can’t really afford to give anyone a choice, and that is what the
Ministry is proposing!

“As if any parent at all would willingly give up their child to strangers, even knowing that
their child is different in ways they can’t imagine! That decision - when the child is born, and
the Ministry’s spells pick up the birth of a magical child in a non-magical household - does
not necessarily mean that those parents will be good parents when the accidental magic
begins to appear. Or when they follow their child to Diagon Alley for the first time or when
that child comes home from school and talks about things the parents have no hope of ever
understanding. That does not mean that the parents will be kind and understanding their
whole lives, or that the parents will never turn on their child because of the differences, or
that … or that the parents never will tell anyone outside the immediate family that their child
is magical.

“Right now, Britain’s Wizarding society can’t afford such slips. We could, before the war,
with a whole office of Obliviators. But we can’t now, and the Ministry still wants to be the
good guys and give the parents a choice between losing their child or partly entering a world
which they know nothing about. That’s not particularly fair either, to give them a choice they
don’t really comprehend and expect them to never regret it, at all.”

Hermione reached out and poked him.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Bandini. Sorry, Hermi, I’m ranting, again.” Harry pulled at his hair.  “I’m just
irritated over the fact that the Ministry is so set on being the good guys, they refuse to
consider other angles. And it’s not good!” Harry slumped down in his chair by Hermione’s
bed. “And no, Mr. Bandini, you do not need to mention that kidnapping a child and letting



the parents believe the baby died should be a last resort. I’m fully aware of how repulsive the
idea is. One of the letters from the Ministry concerning this subject, came from a father I
hope never to meet face to face.”

Bandini hesitated. “While I do not believe that Muggles inherently are any worse at parenting
than magical people …”

Harry and Hermione stared at him. That, coming from a Death Eater!

“Inherently worse,” he stressed. “My mother is half-blood and I grew up with visiting my
Muggle grandmother alone after my grandfather died. She tried to be kind, but even if she
had married a wizard and raised three witches, she didn’t quite understand the way we live.
The way my mother and father raised their children. It led to many painful and unnecessary
confrontations.

“Therefore, I do believe that it would be a lot harder for Muggles to be good parents to
magical children, than it is for magical parents to be good parents to magical children.
Exactly because of the difference in life experience. How are Muggle parents going to
prepare a magical child for the life that they will have, for the people they will meet, for the
studies and the jobs they will have to choose from?”

Hermione had written while listening and now held up her notepad. Harry took it and read
before handing it over to Bandini.

My parents are Muggles, and I love them. There was never any lack of understanding or
acceptance from them. I cannot imagine them doing anything better than they did, nor can I
imagine my life without them … But looking back on my introduction to the magical world …
It was far from easy.

I didn’t know anything at all! Not even how to write with a quill! I knew no history, no
behaviours, no background information at all. I was severely handicapped from the
beginning, and that’s me with my love of books and learning. Others had it worse, far worse,
I know. It wasn’t a good feeling, and I don’t want other children to have to go through that. If
good magical homes, with supervision from a new Ministry department or something like
that, can be provided for the Muggleborn; I support that solution. With a heavy heart.

Mistreatment or neglect of Muggleborn children in any magical household will not be
tolerated. They will have good, solid homes where they are loved and provided for, nothing
less will do! Any who tries to do something different; I will hunt them down and gut them
with a rusty knife!

Bandini looked at Hermione’s words for a long time before looking up. “We are in
agreement, then, Miss Granger, Mr. Potter. Especially on your last sentiment, Miss Granger.
There should be no differences in love, devotion, support and material goods between a child
born in a magical household and a Muggleborn child adopted into that magical household.
Anything else will work against the notion of helping the Muggleborn children.”

Hermione summoned her notepad and wrote some more before giving it to Bandini again.



“There hasn’t been a raid with the purpose to kill Muggles in about a year, Miss Granger, and
it’s even longer since there was a raid against Muggleborn witches and wizards. I didn’t
consider sides in the war based on attacks on Muggles or Muggleborn. I had to consider what
side would give me, my family and Wizarding Britain the best future. Based on the history of
the Dark Lord and the Dark forces … I might have chosen better. But by the time I actually
had to choose … There wasn’t that much difference in how the factions fought, and I know I
do not endear myself to either of you when I admit that I still think I choose the right side for
me and mine.”

“Points for honesty, I guess,” Harry said with a sigh. “I hope you know how lucky you are
that you were able to actually pick a side. I couldn’t possibly pick the side of the guy that has
tried several times to kill me and managed to kill my parents. Before I’m suddenly going to
marry him and stay by his side forevermore, that is.” Harry could hear the biting tone in his
words but was too tired to try and keep it away. 

“And Hermione was, of course, a Muggleborn back when being a Muggleborn was the same
as getting a death sentence without any kind of trial, or an actual transgression. What I’m
saying is this, Mr. Bandini, excuse us for not applauding your choice or your ability to
overlook the past of your compatriots, when said compatriots started this war because they
wanted to exterminate parts of wizarding society.”

“True,” was all Bandini said, he probably realised that he wouldn’t be able to defend his
stance with Harry and Hermione and there was no use in trying. “Goodbye, then.”

Three hours later he was back with a black envelope with a silver script, addressed to Harry.

“I will be right outside the room, Mr. Potter, in case you want to give an answer.” He gave
Harry the envelope and left.

Harry checked the letter for anything harmful before he opened it. He read it three times
before giving it over to Hermione who by now was poking him rather hard in the shoulder.

“From Voldemort,” Harry said dully. “He was going to let the Ministry try their method with
the Muggleborn children for a while, before changing it if necessary. Our stance and
especially your words, Hermi, convinced him otherwise. I didn’t even notice that Bandini
took the page you wrote on. The treaty will be changed as we wanted it to be. Notice that
mistreatment or neglect of Muggleborn children in a magical household will lead to death by
gutting with a rusty knife?” He huffed and buried his face in his hands. “What have I gotten
myself into this time, Hermi?”

Hermione put her arms around him and hugged him.

Bandini worked as a messenger between Harry and Voldemort the following weeks. There
were no personal words between them. Every letter referred to the peace treaty contract, the
marriage contract, and in a few cases the marriage ceremony and reception.

Harry still felt as if he slowly was winding his way towards his own execution, but he was
marginally sure that there would be a tolerable peace for both sides after the peace treaty was
signed. At least if Voldemort kept to the contract, and it was supposed to be magically



binding. Harry just wished that he could be sure that it really was binding. And in the middle
of the night when he woke up screaming and crying with magic pulsing and spinning around
him, with nowhere to go, no spell to fulfil, he wished, desperately, that he knew what the
future held for him. And how much of said future he had.
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The Introduction of Astoria Malfoy

Harry got up from his chair while Draco went towards a tall woman with blond hair in heavy
waves down her back, like a glittering waterfall. She was dressed in a dress and not in robes.
It looked like velvet, ice blue velvet, it was close-fitting down to her knees where it flowed
behind her in a small train. At her throat, in her ears and on her fingers; jewels sparkled and
shone in the candlelight. Diamonds and pale sapphires, if Harry was any judge at all, and he
had become quite a good judge after he and Hermione looted some pure-blood’s manor. After
killing the owners of said manor in combat on the other side of the country. Looting was
better than starving, better than freezing and better than being caught robbing Muggles on the
street. Even though they had done all that, and more, several times during the war.

The first thing Harry thought of when he saw Astoria Malfoy was a Muggle fairy-tale about
the Snow Queen. Astoria Malfoy was the Snow Queen come to life.

Except, the smile when she saw him and held out her hands to greet him, could probably melt
any heart and any snow castle in the world, even a magical one. It was real warmth, Harry
saw, not fake or sinister at all. She might be a Slytherin, and she had been an enemy until
some hours ago, but that smile was not something shared with someone you didn’t want to
like. And she had talked Draco into trying to befriend him and she had gotten hold of Dobby
and asked him to serve as Harry’s personal elf. Those were two possible allies in a situation
where Harry had been prepared to never see a friendly face again. It was also obvious that
she herself planned to be ally and friend number three.

Of course, if Voldemort decided he didn’t like that Harry had allies, even allies that were
undoubtedly on Voldemort’s side, there wasn’t anything any of them could do.

And if they should be false, if they simply want to spy on me or use me, I’m not worse off than
I was this morning when I didn’t believe I would have any friends or allies here, he thought.

“Harry, may I present Astoria Malfoy to you, my wife and partner in life. Astoria dear, let me
officially introduce you to Harry Potter.”

“It is a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Potter, formally, I mean.” Astoria gripped his hands in hers,
and her ice blue, but still warm eyes, sparkled at him. “Truly. Draco has told me so much
about you.”

Strangely, Harry didn’t mind her touch much, not when his usual response to someone’s
proximity was to lash out, if the person in question wasn’t Hermione. He had gritted his teeth
for hours during the ceremony and the bloody reception line.

“I doubt he was able to say anything nice, seeing as we were boyhood rivals and adult
enemies.” Harry shrugged a bit. “Call me Harry, if you would.”

“I would like that, thank you, and call me Astoria, please. There were many tales of boyhood
stupidity, that is true, but also some of admiration and jealousy. Even if I was there myself, I



have had to hear about how you outflew that dragon during the Triwizard Tournament several
times.”

“Let me guess; both the admiration and the jealousy are mostly broom related?”

“You are not wrong!” Astoria laughed like tinkling bells and people around them turned and
looked at her with smiles on their faces. Even Harry had to smile a bit at that laugh.

Astoria held out a slender hand and moments later Draco handed her a champagne flute that
he got from a circulating elf. Harry realised she was a bit too perfect, if even Draco, spoiled
pure-blood prince that he was, looked worn after the war, then her perfect and unmarked skin
and sparkling eyes were surely misleading. He looked closer and saw the places around her
face that were just a little blurry. She was under a glamour and Harry didn’t find it in himself
to begrudge her that. They were at the end of a long, bloody and exhausting war. If she
wanted to sparkle for a night, why shouldn’t she?

“Yes,” Astoria murmured when she saw him take a closer look at her, before he realised that
he probably was rather rude, “I have my own scars. Not as bad as some, but still … Enough
for me to wish them gone, if only for a night.” She didn’t seem to despise him for his
rudeness.

Harry nodded at her and let her eyes roam his face and notice the heavy scarring that he
hadn’t even contemplated hiding, not even for a night. He was too used to them by now.

“You will always be radiant, dear heart,” Draco said in a low voice.

She smiled at her husband before looking at Harry again:

“How are you holding up, Harry?” she said with too much understanding in her voice.
“Weddings are a stressful business, and yours is most likely not how you would have thought
it would be.”

“I have never thought of getting married at all, so I can’t really say.”

“Not at all? Not with someone of … your own choosing? Not a woman? What about
Hermione Granger? She is still … well, I hope?” Suddenly she looked stricken, as if afraid
she had touched an untouchable subject.

A lot of people knew that Hermione was still alive, they even knew where she was, so he said
hurriedly:

“Hermi is as fine as she can be.” She still couldn’t speak much, even though she spoke more
now than she had in months. It still hurt, but less and less. She was fast becoming a master of
non-verbal magic, naturally, and she hadn’t been bad to begin with. “And as for …”

“… the rest of my impertinent questions,” Astoria broke in. “I am sorry I asked, it was not
my place at all.”

He shrugged. “I never thought about getting married at all, no. As for woman or man; I don’t
have any preferences, even if I should have thought about it. What about your wedding,



Draco mentioned that it isn’t too far in the past?”

I’m talking small talk with enemies, with Death Eaters! What the fuck is wrong with me!

Ruthlessly he showed the thought and the following feeling of despair down, deep inside
himself. He would not break his promises to Hermione this soon.

He would not.

Astoria’s face softened and she looked at Draco and took his hand in hers.

“We had a beautiful winter wedding, like I always wanted,” she said. “It was on the smaller
side, but perfect in every way. Can you guess; I got wed in trousers and not the standard
gown or even wedding robes! The scandal!” She giggled like a little girl who knew she was
doing something naughty and loving it. “My mother would have …” She stopped abruptly
and her face hardened, she closed her eyes a moment before opening them and continuing.

“Anyway, Draco was dead set against it and told me that if I wanted to marry in trousers, of
all things, he could as well get married with his Death Eater mask on. I told him no, but if he
wished he could have a veil, we could even find a black one for him, if he wanted.” She
laughed and Harry surprised himself by laughing with her. Draco was burning up beside
Astoria, but he still held her hand and didn’t look like he wanted to storm away.

“But it was a perfect day, it truly was,” Astoria said when she was able to stop laughing.
Harry waited for some barb or biting comment to erupt from Draco, after he had been
humiliated in front of Harry, but nothing came. Draco just watched his wife in wonder and
shook his head.

“It was a long time coming, but well worth the wait,” Astoria said softly and smiled at her
husband.

“May I ask what the hilarity in this corner is all about?” The voice was low, cold and
surprisingly melodious. He had come from the side while Harry was laughing and had neither
seen nor heard him approach. Harry started and turned his back completely to the wall again.

Voldemort watched him through red eyes, but not suspiciously, Harry thought, more
curiously. His new husband was dressed in robes of black and Slytherin green, and while he
still was pale and still lacked hair; he no longer looked like he had the night he had used
Harry’s blood to resurrect himself in that graveyard. More than a decade in the past now.

He had a complete face now, for one, with a straight nose and full lips. The face was also
filled out more with prominent cheekbones. Both the deadly paleness and his gaunt look and
skeleton-like fingers were gone. It was like his whole body had been fleshed out. If he had
had body hair he would look downright normal. Well, hair and a different eye colour and
normal, human pupils instead of the vertical ones that reminded Harry of a cat’s, or a snakes.
While he still spoke extremely correctly and old fashioned, he also didn’t whisper hiss
anymore and there was only a slight sibilant sound to his speech from time to time.



“My Lord,” Astoria and Draco bowed low. She was still smiling when she straightened. “I
was only telling Harry about our wedding day and the whole mess with the veil.”

Voldemort looked at Harry and Harry swore he could see a smirk there, in his face if not on
his lips. “You should ask to see the bridal photo when you get the opportunity, Harry, it is
something to remember.”

Astoria nodded. “I would very much like to show it to you.”

Draco was blushing again, and again not lashing out, either at Astoria or towards the more
likely target; Harry.

“Then I would like to see it,” Harry said, and wondered if Draco really had gotten married
with a veil.

“Dinner will be served soon.” Voldemort held out an arm towards Harry and with an inward
shudder Harry realised that Voldemort wanted Harry to accompany him to the table. Which
meant that Harry not only had to stay close to him but touch him.

As fast as he could, he steeled himself and put his arm on Voldemort’s, the way Voldemort
had demanded they walk down the aisle after the ceremony and stand together before the
receiving line started. Harry could handle shaking hands with people in front of him and he
could handle a great deal of closeness when he really had to, like in combat or when helping
to get people to safety or when healing people, but other than that … He loathed it. He
wanted to strike out more than anything and he heard his own heart like a battle drum in his
head. The world around him was blurring and dimming.

“Harry, you are not breathing.” Voldemort’s voice was low and almost silken while they
walked into the big dining room with dozens of smaller tables. All eyes were on them. To
Harry, it sounded like a threat.

“I hope you didn’t imagine you were marrying someone untouched by years of war, or you,”
Harry said between his clenched teeth, for the moment too far gone to consider any possible
ramifications.

Enemies. Danger. Too many people. Too much sound. He had to breathe to talk, and the
world brightened a bit, but his head hurt, and his blood pounded, and adrenaline was washing
through him in waves. His body tingled and trembled.

The drum was going berserk in his head.

Fight!

Fight!

Fight!

“You are too damn close!” he choked out.



A moment later Voldemort let go of his arm and took half a step away, still close, far too
close, but … better.

Harry concentrated on breathing and got his heart rate under control, even if the adrenaline
still made his body tingle. He turned slightly to look at Voldemort. Voldemort looked back
without much of an expression.

Harry looked away again, taking a couple of deep breaths and completely ignored all the
people looking at him, at them, standing there in the middle of the floor. When the world
righted itself completely and the battle drum was fading, he looked at Voldemort again and
gave a nod. They proceeded towards their table, Harry getting a clue from Voldemort’s
direction.

It looked at bit as if Voldemort considered taking his chair for him, but even before Harry
realised that and began to stiffen with the thought of Voldemort behind him, Voldemort
moved his hand, and the chair drew itself out from the table. Harry gave Voldemort another
nod and sat down with his new husband on his left at the head of the table.

The rest of the table began to fill in, with Astoria to the right of Harry and Draco right across
from him. Harry barely managed to conceal his frown. It seemed that the friendliness those
two had showed him really was part of a bigger plan. They were his age and even if they had
never been remotely friendly before, it wasn’t such a stretch to imagine him getting along
with them, probably easier than with Voldemort. And with them at his side, Voldemort would
always know what Harry was up to.

He didn’t like that thought, not at all, but again; he couldn’t really do anything about it. It
would be too troublesome to keep them away if they insisted on staying close, and if he
always remembered that they answered to and followed Voldemort, and always would, he
could consider them friendly associates.

The rest of the table filled in. Severus Snape had survived the war too, as had Madam Amelia
Bones. The three others at the table were not known to Harry, even if he had seen them
before. He spotted Narcissa and Lucius Malfoy at another table and for the very first time that
day he was grateful that Hermione wasn’t there. She would have gone for Lucius’ throat, no
questions asked. It was hard enough for Harry to remain seated. He looked down to hide his
scowl.

“Wine, or something else, Harry?” Voldemort asked.

“The beer Dobby gave me earlier was good, thanks.”

An elf served them both with a snap of his fingers and went on to take the drink orders for
Astoria and the rest of the table.

“You don’t like wine? Any kind of wine?” Voldemort asked, because that is apparently what
crazy bastards ask their new spouses during the wedding dinner. He took a sip of his own red
wine.



“I like it just fine, but I have unfortunately made it a habit of drinking too much of it at once
and therefore I have some less than great memories of drinking wine.” He didn’t mention that
it was wine he and Hermione always drank in commemoration of lost friends and allies.
“And beer gives me a better … sense of when it’s enough, before I cross that line.” He lifted
his glass towards Voldemort. “It’s safer for everyone this way, and I really do like beer.”

Voldemort hesitated and then saluted Harry with his wine glass.

“The colour of your robes suits you,” he commented.

What the fuck is going on?! More small talk! A compliment! From the fucking Dark Lord!

“Thank you,” he said slowly, “it’s Hermione’s doing. I wanted something I knew I would
like, and I didn’t actually realise that you had something else planned.”

He wasn’t going to apologise for wearing his own choice of robes. It was one of the other
rules he had promised Hermione to live by, to the best of his ability.

“The colour reminds me of dried blood,” Voldemort said, and Harry almost choked on his
beer.

You would know! You crazy murderous bastard!

He actually managed to not say it aloud, but he couldn’t stop the dark chuckle that escaped
him after he had stopped coughing. Harry knew very well how close the colour came to that
of dried blood, he had worn that colour plenty of times, and seen it on people he had killed
himself.

He might not have started out crazy, but he was far from stable now.

He had killed his first man at the age of eleven, in self-defence, but still, it hadn’t gotten
much better after that.

As for bastard, a lot of people called him that, along with a lot of other, even less pleasant,
epithets.  

“That was funny?” Voldemort asked silkily, but when Harry looked at him, he didn’t really
believe it had been a threat. The curiosity was back in Voldemort’s red eyes.

Weirder and weirder.

“No, not unless your humour is really dark and damned twisted.”

“Yet you laughed; you would say your own humour is dark?”

“Oh, yes.”

The first course showed up on their plates and Harry began to eat.



The last few weeks he had been eating better than he had in years, on strict orders from
Hermione. Both to fatten himself up so he had more energy than he usually had, and to get
used to richer food. He didn’t look as starved anymore, but it would take a long time before
he would look anything like healthy. He had almost pilfered the canteen and the kiosks at St.
Mungo’s daily in a way he hadn’t before, in addition to steal Muggle money on the street to
be able to eat well at home too. And he had built up a cash stash of Muggle money for
Hermione so she would be able to live more easily when St. Mungo’s released her. He didn’t
want her to overdo her use of magic the first few weeks on her own, or to break any laws
after the treaty was signed.

“I wanted to say thank you for finding Dobby, Astoria,” Harry said between the first course
and the main course. “That was … kind of you, and totally unexpected.”

“I like doing the unexpected.” She smiled and sipped her wine. “Draco gave me the idea, of
course, when he told me the story of how you tricked Mr. Malfoy to release Dobby. You
should have been in Slytherin, with that kind of cunning as a twelve-year-old.”

“The Sorting Hat wanted to put me in Slytherin at first, but I begged it not to. It put me in
Gryffindor instead, I always felt that was the right place for me.”

“Why would you do that?” Astoria blinked.

“I had met this prick of a boy on the train, he did not give a good first, or actually second,
impression, and I didn’t want to be in the House I had already seen him been sorted into. In
addition … according to … someone, all Slytherins were evil and the wizard that killed my
parents had also been in that House. For an eleven-year-old with no information on the
Wizarding World whatsoever, that was more than enough to want to go anywhere else than to
Slytherin.”

Astoria nodded. “I can see that.”

“Looking back now, I recognize that a lot of people, including the Headmaster, were
extremely prejudiced against Slytherins, but then again; you lot didn’t always make it hard,
either.” Harry’s eyes went towards Severus Snape who was talking quietly to the witch next
to him.

Astoria was slowly nodding now, with an uncomfortable look on her face and Harry wanted
to change that look.

“What are you going to do now, or what have you been doing that you want to do more off,
now that I assume it will be easier?” he asked.

“Oh, I have been studying to become a Healer. We don’t have as many Healers as we did, and
healing is always a necessary profession. I know I don’t actually have to work, but I want to,
so I will. Despite what some might say …” She cast a dark glance at Lucius Malfoy and then
looked back at Harry. “I haven’t chosen a specific aspect to Master yet, but seeing as we are
at the end of a war, I’m contemplating curse breaking relative to the human body and the
removal of scars, both from curses and not, or mind healing. Both aspects of healing seem
useful and fascinating.”



Harry felt himself nodding to her as she talked about the two paths she was considering,
while now and then bringing Draco into the conversation for a while. Voldemort sat next to
Harry and just … watched and listened, Harry presumed, without making much of himself at
all.

They got through the main course and were waiting for the pudding course before Harry felt
a chill go through him. He had listened to and talked to Astoria for far too long for it to be
natural. After less than a day of knowing her, he was actually smiling at her and thinking that
he liked her, and Harry didn’t like people. That was the general rule now. It had been the
general rule for years. Harry didn’t like people. And yet … he liked Astoria Malfoy. Nothing
romantic, but still far too much.

That wasn’t good, and it couldn’t be natural.

“Astoria?”

She broke off mid-sentence and looked directly at him. He met her gaze.

“What are you doing?” His voice was low, but still, he could hear the growl in it.

Draco and Voldemort quieted their conversation, and Voldemort leaned a bit closer to Harry.

“What?” Astoria blinked.

“I don’t like people,” Harry said, still with the growl.

It was hard not to grab her and shake the truth out of her, but he realised that he didn’t have
any proof of anything, and both he and Hermione worked hard to keep their paranoia in
check. Considering where he was right now, he felt he was allowed a certain amount of
paranoia, but not enough to lay hands in Astoria.

Yet.

Her eyes narrowed, and then they went huge.

“But you are inclined to like me and that doesn’t seem natural to you, so you think I’m doing
something?”

Harry nodded once.

“Oh, I see.” Slowly she drew her wand and made a movement with it, a non-verbal truth
binding spell. “I swear on my magic that I do not do anything at all to make Harry Potter
think well of me, besides being myself with the charisma, personality traits and
conversational gifts I have naturally gathered and sharpened through my life.”

Harry thought about her words while watching the spell stay a steady golden.

“Do you have anyone doing anything for you to that effect? Or anyone that already has done
something?”



“No one has helped me win your good will, and no one is helping me now.”

The steady gold colour of the spell stayed until det spell faded.

Harry didn’t think the words made it possible for her to twist her meaning, and he was still
Harry Potter, even after the wedding. Voldemort hadn’t so much as mentioned giving Harry
another name, and Harry was satisfied with the one he had, even if he should have liked it to
be a bit less famous. But that was going to get worse now, he was sure.

“Right.” He looked at Astoria when she tucked her wand into her sleeve again. “Thank you.”

“Think nothing of it. I have been told that I have a winning personality and that I’m easy to
like; you wouldn’t be the first one to find yourself liking me when you don’t think you
should. If you seldom have any reason to like or trust people, it won’t be the work of a
moment to change that. I hope you do not think me ill-advised that I have decided to try,
anyway?”

“Keep out of easy reach and be prepared for a lot of hostility, and who knows, maybe you
will even succeed, in twenty years or so.” He emptied his second glass of beer and asked for
water in addition to a third glass, just to be sure.

Astoria laughed and raised her glass towards him. “Challenge accepted, Mr. Potter, challenge
accepted.”

Harry saluted her with his fresh glass and turned away from her to glance towards Voldemort.
Nagini had partly curled up on his lap; partly because she was so big, she wouldn’t be able to
fit all of her on his lap. Draco struggled to not look at her while he talked to Snape.
Voldemort was stroking her head and neck while listening to her telling him about what she
saw and scented when Draco and Harry had talked earlier that night.

“Are you gossiping about me, Nagini?” Harry asked in Parseltongue. “It truly was none of
your business.”

Voldemort’s hand stilled on her neck for a moment and Harry looked at him, a bit worried
that he accidentally had broken some taboo by talking to his familiar in front of him, but he
couldn’t for the life off him interpret the look in Voldemort’s eyes as any kind of hostile. The
look could maybe be surprise or interest or curiosity, it sure was something, some kind of
emotion, but Harry couldn’t guess what. Voldemort partly lowered his eyelids and Nagini
turned towards Harry.

“My Master should know when his consort needs help, how else can he know to help him?”

“And again, none of your business, Nagini.”

“I think otherwise.” She stuck out her tongue at him in a way that made Harry believe that
she wasn’t catching his scent. A very human gesture.

“Then we will have to agree to disagree.”

“I’m right, young consort, and you are in the wrong.” She sounded unbearably smug.



“Charming snake you’ve got there,” Harry commented snidely, still in Parseltongue.

“Indeed, I think so.” Voldemort stroked her head and watched Harry from below his half-
lowered eyelids. There was a definite smirk in his tone and dragging at his lips. Nagini butted
her head happily against his hands. 

“How long is she, anyway? I have always just gone with ‘enormous’?”

“Just above three and a half meters.”

“A bit big to be petted then, maybe?”

Nagini turned so fast and hissed irritably that he just sat there, staring into her mouth,
watching venom drip from her fangs.

“I like it when the Master pets me!” she hissed.

This is so weird, Harry thought while stretching out his hand and poking Nagini lightly on the
nose, right above her deadly fangs. I should be absolutely terrified. She is a man-eater,
literally! Why aren’t I terrified, and why am I touching her?! This is bloody weird! It’s
official; I have cracked!

“You shouldn’t hiss at me on my wedding day, Nagini, I’m certain that it’s impolite. And if
you like to be petted, just say that. There is no need for threatening displays. I might not
agree with you putting your cute nose into my business, but I will respect your opinions as
they concern yourself and your preferences.”

Cute! I called her cute! What the hell is going on?!

The chuckle that came from Voldemort was dark and smooth and Harry wished that he
shivered only out of fear. There was fear, but it was also more … There was something …
else. He didn’t like it. Not one bit.

“He is right, my dear, do not hiss at him on our wedding day.”

“Yes, Master.” She moved across the table towards Harry. “You may pet me, if you wish,
young consort.”

“So, you are going to make up for your bad attitude by demanding pets that you prefer?”
Harry could feel his own amusement stretch to his lips, even while he got his lap full of
enormous snake and began petting her smooth, cool scales, like he had done it all his life.

“Dobby!”

“Yes, Mister Harry Potter sir!” Dobby stood by his chair, stiff as aboard and looked with big
yellow-green eyes at Nagini that slowly wound her way around Harry, all the while being
petted.

“Please take the rest of my beer and give me more water. I’m not to have any more alcohol
tonight, other than butterbeer, and not before it has gone an hour. You are to say no to me if I



should ask and tell the other elves, please. I think I must have gone over my limit, without
noticing, even though two and half glasses of beer never should have made any difference at
all.”

And I’m still not panicking while a bloody big snake has me in her coils. Why aren’t I
panicking!

It was too weird, too not normal, but even as he watched Dobby take away his beer and felt
Nagini coil around his shoulders and put her head atop his, he didn’t really mind. He who
couldn’t stand to be close to people, who could hardly tolerate touch, was now pretty much
incapacitated by a deadly snake. Had allowed himself to be caught this way, without as much
as a protest.

This was not good; this was not right. And the panic that now was setting in was because he
knew something was wrong with him because of his reactions, not because he was rolled into
a snake, and that made it even worse. 

Suddenly Nagini more or less fell off him, slithered to the floor and came up again with just
her head in his lap.

“No need to be afraid, young consort, Nagini would not hurt you.” She reared higher and
looked him in the face. “Nagini would not harm you.” She smelled him. “There is no need
for that kind of fear, is it Master? The young consort need not be afraid?”

“No, Nagini, there is no need for him to be afraid,” Voldemort said softly.

Harry noticed he didn’t say anything about reason.

“Harry, is this a performance in Gryffindor courage, or something else?” Draco asked while
he watched in fascinated horror while Nagini slid against Harry’s body and lay still against
his chest, with her head and neck around his neck. Her head and big teeth were very close to
Harry’s jugular. And it still didn’t bother him, even the panic that he felt because of the
wrongness of his feelings had receded some.

“I want to say Gryffindor courage, but I’m very much afraid it is something else,” Harry
stated, while petting Nagini.

“Oh?” Astoria turned around from her other table partner and looked at Harry and Nagini.
“But she is such a lovely creature, Harry, and if she permits it, quite cuddly.”

And I have shared her head with Voldemort while she attacked and tried to kill Arthur
Weasley. Not to mention all the hideously maimed people I have seen when she joined a
battle. They died horrific deaths, because of this snake, now resting her head on my shoulder.

“This … this lack of negative reaction is still … very unusual for me …” Harry’s voice was
low and soft, as if even saying anything too loud would bring all the panic back in one ugly
wave. “I should not feel remotely alright in this situation.”

Astoria frowned and drew her wand. “With your permission?”



She looked at Harry and not at Voldemort, but Harry wondered if he nodded behind Harry’s
back. After all, if he was the one that had done something to make this happen, it was
doubtful he wanted Astoria to meddle.

“Go ahead,” Harry said, and Astoria did.

Several diagnosis charms later she put her wand away and went to interrogate the house elves
in the kitchen. She came back with a frown.

“There is no way anyone could have put anything untoward into your food or drink, Harry.
All our elves are loyal and very cautious. No one unauthorized has been close to the food or
the drinks. The food plates are even prepared and given out randomly. Just in case though …”
She took his untouched dessert plate and switched it with hers, then checked both of them
with a few swipes of her wand and murmured spells. She looked at him again. “Nothing.
Could it be simply … overload? I mean … That you can’t take in anymore, even the panic
that you think Nagini warrants?”

“I can feel the panic over the wrongness of the situation just fine,” Harry said.

“Then I simply do not know, Harry, I’m sorry.”

“Thanks for trying.”

“Have you considered that you just aren’t afraid of her … She doesn’t act hostile, after all.”

“I booped her on the nose while she displayed her fangs and hissed at me.” Harry raised an
eyebrow, and still he was petting Nagini. He could even admit that he liked the weight of her
around his shoulders, even though the chair took most of her weight, naturally. And he liked
the feel of her smooth scales underneath his hand, the soft sound of her hissing and the flicks
of her tongue. It was … soothing, and it really, really, shouldn’t be.

Astoria tried not to smile, she tried hard, but it shone through her ice blue eyes. “Hmm, yes, I
see, that does not seem … quite normal, does it? But at least she won’t hurt you, even if you
aren’t afraid of her. Being fearless in this case, is safe.”

“Fear is the thing that has kept me alive all these years.”

Right now, he was afraid he would start to pick fights if he stopped being afraid off the
consequences of his actions. There were so many people here he would like to see bleeding
and hurting, or stone-cold dead.

Astoria looked with unseeing eyes across the room. “You are right, of course,” she
whispered, then shook herself and looked at him. “Maybe you should keep Nagini with you,
to stop you from doing anything foolish and to protect you should something happen. Later
we will figure out how far this strange fearlessness extends. My Lord, would you permit your
familiar to watch over Harry the rest of the night?”

Harry turned his head towards Voldemort and met his red gaze just as the man said:



“Of course, they seem to be quite well acquainted already, and it appears Harry is excellent at
petting.”

Did I just get a babysitter? Why yes, I fucking did. I should have kept my mouth shut, and I
knew that! I knew it!

Nagini hissed in satisfaction when Voldemort told her to keep close to Harry in case Harry
should figure out that he wasn’t afraid of other things, other things that might hurt him when
Nagini would not.

Contrary to popular belief amongst the Death Eaters Harry had fought during the war, Harry
did in fact know when he was beaten. And with a great snake across his chest and around his
shoulders, he ate his dessert without another word, silently noticing the sympathetic glances
from Draco, the amused ones from Voldemort and Astoria and the horrified ones from Snape,
Madame Bones and the others at the table.
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The Last Day

The beaded handbag Hermione had given him to keep was packed with everything they could
think of, including some food and water, just in case. Even if a requirement they had put in
the marriage contract was that Harry should have the opportunity to eat his fill at least three
times a day, and it should be healthy, fresh human food. Harry had starved enough during his
years with the Dursley’s and during the war, he would avoid it again if he could. He hadn’t
taken most of the books they had, just some favourites and some he hadn’t read yet and that
wasn’t rare or expensive. Hermione would keep those safe. He had brought quills, ink and
several notebooks so that he could continue with his studies as far as he was allowed. It was
something to do and boredom had become dangerous for his peace of mind.

All his clothes were in the bag too, together with his toiletries and blankets and the sleeping
bag. He had demanded a private, furnished bedroom with windows and a door that could be
locked from the inside and not from the outside, but he didn’t know what he would get. He
was as ready as he could get. He hoped.

Right, let’s go through the rules again. Hermione held up her notepad with her words, while
sporting a determined expression.

“Hermi … I think I will remember …”

She simply pointed at her words. 

“Alright, as you wish. One rule is that while I can’t stop myself from living in fear, the fear is
going to be there no matter what I do and think, I can stop myself from living by fear.”

Hermione nodded and made an ‘continue’ gesture with her hand.

“I can’t let fear rule me. I have to act as smart and as polite as I can, while also being myself.
I should allow myself some sarcastic and quick answers and I should do what I want, as often
as I want and can get away with it, while not being an impolite jerk that will get himself
killed. That’s a balance it will be hard to keep. But yes, you are right Hermione, if I let the
fear rule me, I might as well end my life myself. And I’m not doing that,” he hurriedly added.

She looked at him with narrow eyes, then nodded and did the ‘continue’ gesture again.

“I also shouldn’t go around on eggshells and apologise for everything, or really anything at
all that doesn’t deserve an apology. I will not apologise for anything that I did during the war.
A lot of it was wrong, but the Dark forces did things just as wrong and worse, a lot worse.
The best approach here is to let bygones be bygones as well as I possibly can, and not talk
about the war or the fighting more than absolutely required, and then I should be as neutral in
my wording as possible, unless someone else starts being antagonising first. That part will be
hard, Hermi. I can’t imagine talking about the war to anyone from the other side in any kind
of neutral way. All they did …!” He stopped and drew his hands through his hair.



You will do your best! You will try! The words were right in front of him when he looked up
again. He smiled softly at her.

“Of course I will try, Hermi, I just … I should probably avoid any talk about the war at all.”

She nodded. That is probably best. Next.

“I should not stop living my life, to the best of my ability. I should continue to read when I
can. I should continue my studies when I can. And I should try to find answers to the
questions we have researched these past years. If I can practice magic, then I should do that.
And if I’m not allowed …” He swallowed. “Then I will live with that too.” He gave a sigh. “I
should do my best to stay healthy, which means try to get enough sleep, try to get enough
food and water, spend part of the day in motion, preferably outside, and not forget to brush
my teeth and shower once a day, no matter how depressed or anxious I should get.” He added
the last part with an eye-roll after Hermione looked hard at him. That had happened once,
years ago, after Ron and …

Harry wouldn’t go there. He would not. He pressed the memories and the feelings harshly
down.

The last rule was the hardest, in probably every way.

“I should … I should try to be … cordial … towards Voldemort … at least try not to provoke
him and … possibly …” He stopped. The thought and the words had barbs on them. It hurt to
even contemplate. Hermione grabbed his hand and squeezed it. He closed his eyes.

“… possibly I should try to get to know him … because if I can trust him not to kill me every
time he is near me, then the chance that I will try to kill him while consummating the
marriage is somewhat lessened. The consummation doesn’t have to happen before three
months in, but if it doesn’t happen …”

The treaty would be broken. Voldemort had been clear on that. No valid marriage, no peace
treaty.

“Hermi … Hermi … What if I lose it and actually try to kill him? What if I can’t manage to
… just the thought …!”

Hermione looked at him with tears in her eyes, closed her eyes for a moment and looked at
him again before writing.

This is up to you. Every step. Every choice. It’s up to you Harry, and only you. I know it don’t
seem like it, with something like the treaty relying on your choices. But if you can’t do it, then
you can’t do it. It’s as simple, and as hard, as that. I don’t know what the consequences will
be, for you or for the rest of us. But … it’s still your choice, it has to be.

Harry nodded slowly at her and sat a while in silence before clearing his throat and saying:

“That’s all the rules. I think I remember them all now. I don’t know if I will be able to live by
them, but I swear I will do my best to try, Hermi. I swear I will try.”



Hermione nodded and hugged him hard.

This was their last day.

The last time they would see each other, maybe forever.

And the tears wouldn’t stop.

They stayed in each other’s arms for hours, crying, hugging, consoling each other as best
they could.

“You remember what I said about the Muggle money and the Galleons?” Harry asked when
he had to go. “You remember the stash by the coast down in Wales? It should help you get on
your feet when you get out of here. The tent is down there too, even if I haven’t been able to
fix the charms on it. When you get out of here, it should be safe enough to rent a flat, if you
are willing to risk it.”

The Healers didn’t think they could do much more for Hermione now, and all but her voice
was healed and as healthy as she had been before the curse took her voice and drained her
body of power.

Hermione pulled back and put her hands around his face and looked him in the eyes.

“I will be alright, Harry.” It was the longest sentence he had heard from her in three months.
Her voice was hoarse, but completely understandable.

“Hermi, don’t talk! Your throat … the pain!” He shook his head, and she tightened her grip
and scowled at him. Apparently, she didn’t care about the pain right now.

“Listen to me! I will be alright, Harry. You do not need to worry about me. When you think
of me, do not worry, but remember that I’m here for you, always. Remember that I know you
and I miss you. Remember that I have fought for you and that I always will fight for you and
by your side. Remember that I love you and always will love you, no matter what.
Remember that if you send me an owl or a Patronus, I will be with you in minutes, if that is
your wish. No matter how long I must wait, no matter what have happened to either of us in
the meantime. I will be with you.” She swallowed and blinked away tears to be able to see
him clearly again.

Harry’s own tears streaked his cheeks, but he didn’t try to wipe them away.

Hermione released his face and hugged him again.

“I will always be with you, and I will always, always love you. Doubt anything and
everything, but that. I love you, unconditionally and forever,” she whispered.

“I love you too, Hermione, and I hope, I hope so much, that I will be able to see you again.”

“Me too!” She choked and clung to him while they cried. 



About half an hour later Harry left Hermione at St. Mungo’s for the last time. He would
spend the night at a Muggle hotel so he could have a warm shower and hot breakfast, if he
could eat, the next morning.

In his pocket was a note with the words Hermione had told him. She had written them down
for him, so he would always remember them.

It would be his greatest treasure in the time to come.
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Confrontations

Having Nagini around was surprisingly helpful, Harry soon realised. Because people kept
their distance, even though he saw many looking his way, or even trying to approach him,
then they saw Nagini on the floor by him, and suddenly they had someone else they wanted
to talk to.

There was live music in the ballroom and people had begun to dance an hour after dinner, but
people sat and stood around talking both in the ballroom, in the two parlours adjacent to the
ballroom, in the broad hallway and on the big balconies outside one parlour and the ballroom.
With so much space, the press of people didn’t get too great.

Harry circled the rooms slowly, kept to the walls and the corners and kept largely to himself,
if not Astoria or Draco stopped by him to chat between dances. Voldemort did the same. He
kept his distance, kept his hands empty by his sides and just … talked. About Nagini, about
snakes and Parseltongue, about someone at the reception, about an interesting article in The
Prophet the other day. It was subjects that was as safe and as neutral as one could possibly
get them. Harry had no idea what to think about that, but he was willing to talk, because the
topics were harmless, and Voldemort appeared to try to look harmless. He wasn’t, of course,
but he did his best to seem like it and Harry, almost against his will, appreciated the
sentiment.

It was after one of the little chats with Voldemort that Harry stood on the balcony outside the
ballroom, alone in this corner of it, except for Nagini that had curled around the marble
balustrade. He was petting her again. It was his new job, apparently; pet Nagini. But even
now he didn’t really mind. The panic he had felt over the weirdness had receded and Nagini
was strangely restful to be around, even when she was a nosy brat.

“I wish you had pressed for an open truce sooner, Potter; many lives might have been saved if
you had.”

The voice was so cold, so hateful, that Harry had trouble believing it when he turned around
and saw Amelia Bones behind him, but her face was as cold as her voice and no one else was
close.

“Excuse me?” He frowned.

“If you had been open about being seduced by the Dark earlier, then we could have put an
end to the war with less loss, since we, evidently, would have had to live with Lord
Voldemort as head of our nation anyway. If you had been honest, Potter, good people might
have been alive today.”

“You think that Voldemort and I have been a couple, or on the same side, for a long time?”
He wasn’t sure he understood her correctly, but that was what it sounded like.

“I saw how you outright flirted with him at the table, how comfortable you are with his snake
and two of his lieutenants. That kind of familiarity does not arise in a single day! Not among



long-time enemies.” It was a growl in her voice.

Harry barked a laugh. A very angry laugh. Sparks rose around him and swirled before going
out. Madam Bones blinked.

“That was me trying with everything I am to get through one of the most stressful and
saddest days in years! Years of war, I might add, Bones! You don’t know anything about
me!”

“You cannot seriously think that anyone will believe that you haven’t had a close relationship
with Lord Voldemort and his forces! I already suspected it, what with you and Granger more
or less retreating from the battlefield for months and …”

“Hermione has been at St. Mungo’s for three months!” Harry shouted.

Here was someone he would be safe shouting at, and she deserved it too, for saying such
awful, hateful things. More sparks flew around him and then flashes of power. He needed to
rein it in a bit, before it got loose, but it was hard, because he had been stressed for days, he
hadn’t slept well for weeks, and now he was angry.

Madam Bones took a step back from him. “You will treat your elders with respect, Potter; I
will be a leader of our society soon.”

“And I don’t fucking care!” Harry said in a singsong croon. “I show respect to those who
deserve it, and you patently do not. You know, I was happy to see you, happy to know that
you had survived, but now, if this is a taste of how you are going to behave as a leader of the
Wizarding World … Then I have to say that I’m worried about how you are going to do it.
Judging someone without as much as an interrogation, much less any kind of proof? Tsk, is
that how you headed the Department of Magical Law Enforcement? How did you ever get
the reputation as being fair, if that’s the case?”

 “I’m always fair, but I have to believe the evidence of my own senses and …”

“And I’m bloody Harry Potter, the only one in Wizarding History that has been condemned
as much as he has been lauded as a hero. The one and only boy who could save all your
asses! Tell me, Bones, were you among those that thought it such a great idea to have a boy
save an entire society? An entire society of strong, educated and adult witches and wizards?!
I have always wanted to know, you know, what most people actually thought about having a
child, a minor, a boy who didn’t know he was a wizard before he was eleven years old, save
all of you!”

“Albus Dumbledore told us about the prophecy … There was nothing anyone could do …”

“Where in all the hells is that prophecy now!” Harry’s voice boomed against the walls of the
Manor and power rolled off him in golden black waves.

Madam Bones flinched away from his power, bit her lips to keep from crying out and fled the
balcony without another word.



Harry turned around, tamped down on his magic and tried to get his temper in check again
while petting Nagini. He wasn’t surprised when Voldemort stopped a couple of metres away
from him, a few moments later.

“Madame Bones has fled the party, Harry. What exactly occurred between you?” His voice
was soft, neutral, not irritated or angry or accusing. He asked a question and assumed that he
would get an understandable answer he would be able to believe.

“I probably should get my official pardon as soon as possible, when they begin to offer them,
before she tries to stop me and put me on trial instead.”

“That will not happen, but if that is your wish, then I will make it so.”

“I don’t trust her not to make things difficult, especially if she gets a bit of time to think
things over …”

She suspects Hermione too, and if she tries to stop Hermione from getting an official pardon
because of her ridiculous suspicions … What will Hermione have to do to get that pardon?
Fuck. I thought she was a safe target to be angry at, and I might just have fucked up
Hermione’s life. On the other hand, it didn’t sound as if Bones wanted to listen to reason
anyway … Harry groaned.

“Me and my fucking temper,” he whispered. “It felt good to shout and I really do wonder
why so many adult witches and wizards thought it a good idea to let Dumbledore do as he
wanted and use three teenagers to end a war against mature and powerful adults. Or just the
part where I was supposed to manage to kill the Darkest wizard of our time. Fuck! In what
world does that even make sense?”

Voldemort was silent for a moment. “The way I understand it from Severus, not many knew
Dumbledore’s plans, or how he planned to use you and your friends. He told people about the
prophecy, so they would let him do what he wanted and not interfere in his plans, but other
than that … A very select few knew anything further.”

Harry looked out over the dark garden and petted Nagini without looking at Voldemort.
“They still let him do as he wished, without protesting too much. If I had been an adult at the
beginning of this war and had been in the Order of the Phoenix and heard all his dithering
and nonsensical explanations … I would have gone my own way and taken a lot of people
with me; let the senile old man go off on his own. If he can’t give me an explanation of his
tactics, he can go rot by himself. Real trust is earned, and Dumbledore did absolutely nothing
to ever earn my trust. I wish I had seen that and not just been a pawn in his game. One more
reason not to use children in war.”

“There was the prophecy …” Voldemort said slowly, almost apologetic.

“How much do you know of prophecies, really know, as fact?”

Silence.



“After … after you took back Slytherin’s locket, we hit a dead end, Hermi and me. We felt
we had to do something, but we had no clues and no directions, and no one to ask. Hermi
thought to take an extra look at the prophecy, or more to the point, at prophecies in general. It
took us … a while, in between the fighting, but we found … someone, an oracle, an old, old
oracle. We were quite … insistent … and in the end she told us some truths about prophecies.

“Every year she makes hundreds of prophecies, several every day, and when she looks behind
her in time at how those prophecies transpired … Only a few, a very few, happen exactly as
she sees it. A bit more happens partly as she saw it, but most … most never happen at all.
Because of free will.

“Free will trumps all, even prophecies given by an age-old oracle, and she told us it has
always been that way. She sees the future as it can be, given that certain people make certain
choices. She might even see the most likely outcome. But the future is never certain, and
humans do choose their own way, make their own future. I can show you the memory in a
pensive another day. I thought you should know, in case you think that the prophecy needs to
be fulfilled, one way or another.

“Dumbledore was wrong, and it was utter madness to send three teenagers out on such a …
treasure hunt. I don’t think I will ever understand his reasoning.”

Voldemort came up on Harry’s right side, about a metre and a half between them, and put a
hand on the balustrade without looking at Harry. “But you did understand his plans to see me
defeated? To attempt to kill me before your treasure hunt, as you put it, was a success, would
ultimately have led to naught. I would have come back again.”

“I understand that much, but even if he did start the hunt himself, badly I might add, he could
have let someone else in on the secret and let them continue the hunt. Someone more
knowledgeable and mature. He had the whole Order to choose from, and several faculty
members that would have been better equipped to the task. If he absolutely insisted on
following the prophecy …” Harry sighed and shook his head. “It doesn’t matter now. Change
of topic. Please?”

“Yes, after one statement, so as to leave no room for misunderstandings. I disregarded the
prophecy a bit less than a year ago and have no need to see it fulfilled, one way or another. It
is worthless to me now.”

Harry wanted to ask why, what had happened, but he also wanted to talk about something
else. So, he only nodded. If he were to be killed, at least it wouldn’t be because of the stupid
prophecy.

“If I may ask, what happened to you? Your appearance, I mean.”

“Believe it or not, I did not actually plan to be resurrected without a proper face. Wormtail
messed it up, naturally. It took … longer than I wanted … to be able to make some changes.”

“What should I call you? I’m not going to call you the Dark Lord nor Lord Voldemort, so …
Riddle? Tom? Marvolo? Voldemort? Voldy? Gaunt, isn’t that a name in your lineage?”



“I utterly despise the name Tom Riddle. Marvolo or Gaunt is not much better. Voldy?
Honestly, that is not even remotely funny.”

Harry bit back his next words, and managed to not propose the name Snakeface, but it was a
near thing. It was what Hermione and he had called Voldemort in the past years, Old
Snakeface, but Harry assumed that this was one of those things he would be much better off
not saying, and preferably forgetting that he ever said. Besides, the appearance that had given
the idea to the name was changed drastically for the better.

“Then Voldemort is the only alternative left,” Harry said instead, “unless you have anything
else you prefer that I don’t know about?”

“Voldemort will do just fine. If I should change my mind, you will be the first to know.”

That made Harry turn towards him. Voldemort was already watching him.

“Why?”

“You are my husband. I believe that a spouse should know certain things before other people
get to know them.”

“Alright, I guess …” Harry watched him for a moment longer before looking out over the
garden. Not long after, Voldemort left him with Nagini on the balcony.

In the end Harry ventured inside again, wanting a chair and a butterbeer. Even knowing that
the strange feeling of safety that he felt around Nagini didn’t come from alcohol, he didn’t
want any more.

The whole day was bizarre and had changed his perspective on several people, and he didn’t
know why it had happened or how they had manipulated him or what their goal was. But now
he was inclined to think about Draco as a possible ally, and friend in the future. He thought of
Astoria as someone he already liked and trusted up to a point. Nagini was utterly safe to be
around and would protect him with all her might, which was completely ridiculous.

And Voldemort. Voldemort was trying … something. Harry didn’t quite know what he was
trying. To seem harmless? Friendly? An ally? As an actual husband and partner? It made him
dizzy to think about.

Harry had taken two steps inside the doors when he felt someone behind him, almost
grabbing his shoulder. He crouched and took half a step back, out of easy reach, grabbed for
his wand. No wand. He shot forward, grabbed his startled attacker by the shoulders and
pressed him hard and fast downwards towards Harry’s knee that came up to meet his
assailant’s face. He only broke the attacker’s nose, and not his whole face, because he
remembered where he was in time and loosened his grip and reduced his force enough to not
completely incapacitate him. When he realised he had his hands on Lucius Malfoy, he wished
he hadn’t held back. He let go and Malfoy fell to the floor.

Then Nagini was there, catching Malfoy in her coils and rearing up over his face, hissing
threateningly. Harry took several steps backwards.



“Lucius!” It was a shout and Narcissa Malfoy came hurriedly towards them. Harry could see
Astoria stop Draco before he came nearer too. “Tell her to let him go, Potter!” Mrs. Malfoy
shrieked.

“I can’t tell her what to do. I’m not her Master,” he said and kept his shaking hands on his
back. Adrenaline was surging through him yet again.

“I told them that I can’t tell you what to do, as I’m not your Master, but if you feel like
squeezing the bastard a bit harder, I would be much obliged,” he told Nagini in
Parseltongue.  

Nagini hissed and tightened her coils. Malfoy whimpered and groaned. It probably hurt, but it
wouldn’t kill him, unfortunately.

“No, see, that’s what I get for trying,” he said to Mrs. Malfoy.

“Are you having fun with one of my lieutenants?” Voldemort asked in that cool, silken voice
he apparently could use when it suited him, even when speaking Parseltongue. It was just on
the outside of threatening, just barely.  It made the adrenaline in Harry surge up even more. It
didn’t help that he stood behind Harry. Voldemort stepped up beside him, a couple of steps
away, and looked down at Lucius.

“He tried to grab me, I stopped him, hurt him a bit and then Nagini took over. I didn’t ask her
to.”

“But you did ask her to frighten him some more.” His eyes were fixed on Nagini and Malfoy
on the floor.

“Yes, but he did try to grab me. Maybe, if this leaves enough of an impression, he will not try
again. Better for everyone that way.”

Nagini tightened her coils even more and began to open her jaws wide, as if she was
preparing to eat Malfoy alive. Mrs. Malfoy shrieked and drew her wand. Now Draco and
Astoria hurried over.

“My Lord!” Mrs. Malfoy begged, going to her knees.

“I see your point. Well done, my dear. I think that’s enough for now,” Voldemort said to
Nagini.

Immediately Nagini released Malfoy and went towards where Harry and Voldemort stood.
She butted Voldemort’s hand until he petted her gently.

“You did good, dear,” Voldemort said and Nagini went over to Harry.

“Thank you for helping me and stopping Malfoy from making it a bigger fight,” Harry told
her and petted her. “I appreciate that.”

“We do not want the young consort to experience any more fear or danger, do we Master?”
Nagini said, almost happily while Harry petted her.



“No, Nagini, we most certainly do not want that.”

Harry didn’t understand how or why, but while he stood there watching Malfoy getting to his
feet, and being healed and cleaned by Mrs. Malfoy, he realised Voldemort’s words had a
distinct sound of the truth.

 

A/N:

Hope you liked it! Please comment!
Thank you to Ladylillalove for beta reading!



The First Day of Forever

Harry woke up screaming, again. For one moment he looked around himself in confusion and
then he remembered where he was. Malfoy Manor, the marriage to Voldemort, the ceremony,
the reception, the dinner and both the confrontation with Madam Bones and the attack by, or
on, Lucius Malfoy. And then the long, long night with little sleep and a lot of nightmares.

Slowly Harry sank back into the bed. Not long after the attack by Malfoy, Harry had retreated
and asked Dobby to show him his room. He had been very much done with the day. Before
Dobby could even start to show him the way, Voldemort had shown up and wanted to show
Harry to his rooms, himself. Voldemort had led him up two floors and down a long hallway
before opening a door.

“My room is two doors down and while there will be other people in this wing, they won’t
live here. Wherever you are in the Manor or on the grounds, you will be safe. If you for any
reason should not feel safe, by all means do what is necessary for you to be so. And do please
tell me about it when you get the opportunity.”

Harry swallowed. “Even if that means smashing Malfoy’s nose for him again?”

“If he needs that lesson again, yes, even if it includes that. Good night, Harry.”

“Good night, Voldemort.”

And then Voldemort had walked away, and Harry had gone straight to bed, exhausted and
wishing desperately for sleep. He had awoken just an hour later, screaming his head off, his
magic sparking, flashing and rolling around the room like a storm. Both his screams and his
magic were contained to the room by the spells he instinctively had put up while he got out of
his robes. He did the spells every evening, in addition to the perimeter ward that woke him if
someone tried to enter his room. Harry had been able to fall asleep again, but he had woken
screaming five more times during the night.

Now, he could see light around the dark curtains and got up, grabbed the beaded handbag and
stumbled into the bathroom, where he froze. He had moved around in the dark the night
before, and thus not seen much of his surroundings. The walls and floor of the bathroom was
done in warm grey stone with black marble sinks, bathtub and shelves. The floor was warm
beneath his feet and the candelabra on the walls threw exactly the right amount of light. For
one moment he looked at the big bathtub in the corner and tried to remember the last time he
bathed, but he knew he couldn’t get himself to relax enough to actually enjoy it, so he
grabbed a warm and quite long shower instead, shaved, brushed his teeth and got dressed in
clothes he had bought after accepting to get married. He didn’t have a lot of clothes, but they
were all new, so as not to hold any bad memories of battles, wounds, fear, or loss. Hermione’s
idea, of course. Black jeans and a black T-shirt with a grey and white prowling cartoon kitten
on it. It was Muggle clothing, but Harry was far more comfortable in them, so he would wear
them until told otherwise. And of course, after Hermione finished with his new shirt’s, they



couldn’t be called entirely Muggle anymore. All of them had drawings or pictures that
moved.

Harry went out to his bedroom again and looked around. It was big, very big, and airy with
three big windows and a door … Harry held his breath while slowly easing the door open. He
grinned in pleasure and relief when the door opened without any trouble or alarms, and he
could step out onto the big balcony. There was furniture here too, a table and two chairs, in
addition to two divans with lots of colourful pillows on them. The view showed the garden,
with its grandiose flowerbeds and peacocks and tinkling fountains, and farther away a lake
and enough trees to whisper ‘forest’.

He left the balcony door open behind him and went to explore more of his new room. The
night before he had been too tired to notice that he actually went right through a room on his
way to his bedroom. He had a sitting room, right of the hallway. From the sitting room there
were four doors, one set of double doors on every wall. One went to the hallway, one to his
bedroom, one to another sitting room that he suspected he shared with Voldemort, based on
the double doors on the other side of that sitting room, doors that should lead to Voldemort’s
suite. The last door led to a big study and Harry felt himself stiffen and his face grew hard.

There was one very good reason to give someone this much space; it was all the space he
would get to use. The marriage contract had specified that he had to be allowed outside when
he wanted to, but he had the balcony for that. Yes, he had a big bedroom, bathroom, a sitting
room, and study and a balcony, all beautifully furnished in dark jewel tones and soft, rich
fabrics, but the thought that he would not be able to leave these rooms …

No, no, no. That couldn’t be it. It couldn’t!

Harry pulled open the doors to the hallway so hard he almost stumbled backwards. The doors
opened without protest, there were no guards outside and no wards that would stop him
leaving his rooms, or even tell anyone that he left. Harry frowned, stepped out of the room
and looked around in the empty hallway. There was no one there, no one to stop him, no one
to jeer at him, no one to follow him when he left the rooms, and there were no kind of spells
or wards around the door to hold him inside either. He went inside his room again and slowly
closed the doors behind him.

“Dobby!”

The little elf popped up right in front of him with a grin. “Yes, Mister Harry Potter sir! Dobby
is hearing you! What can Dobby be doing for Mister Harry Potter sir?”

“Could we maybe settle for a shorter name for me, for a start? Just Harry, maybe?”

“Master Harry, right, sir!” Dobby squeaked and the gleam in his eyes told Harry that would
be as good as he would get it.

Harry went into the bedroom and Dobby followed. Suddenly the bed was freshly made and
the heavy sapphire blue curtains in front of the windows were drawn back. Harry gave Dobby
the beaded bag and told him that he would like his clothes in the closet and all the books in



English on the shelves in the study, and his writing implements and notebooks in the drawers
in the desk in the study.

The little elf did the tasks so fast that Harry, who had hoped to find the right words while the
elf did the work, just stared at him when Dobby slowly got closer to him again and told him
he was done, and the beaded bag was in a drawer in his closet.

“Right, thank you, Dobby. Right.” He swallowed. “I wish to ask you something, but if
anyone has told you not to tell me, please just tell me that. It will not be necessary for you to
punish yourself or anything like that, right?”

“Dobby is Free Elf, Master Harry, he does not punishing himself. Not hitting his head in the
wall. Not ironing his fingers. Not burning his ears in the oven.”

“Oh, yes, right, that’s good, that’s very good, I just … If someone has told you not to tell me
… I don’t want you to get in any kind of trouble.”

“Dobby being Free Elf, Master Harry, and he being Master Harry’s personal elf. It being
honour sir!”

“Has anyone told you not to let me do things? Like going outside? Or to another wing of the
Manor?”

“No, Master Harry, no one saying that.”

“Has anyone told you to tell them where I’m going or what I’m doing?”

“Dobby is Free Elf!” Dobby squeaked angrily now. “Dobby not tell on Master Harry Potter!” 

“You do not know of any restrictions that have been laid upon me?”

“No, Master Harry, Dobby does not know!”

Harry nodded. He wanted to be pleased, but it was too good to be true. He would have to
proceed with as much caution as he could.

“Thank you, Dobby. Could you show me the way to the library?” If his freedom was an
oversight by Voldemort, then he wanted to get as much out of the next few hours as he could.

Dobby showed him the way to the Manors biggest library and went happily to get him some
coffee and toast while Harry looked around. Hermione and he had taken hundreds of books
from these shelves the time they broke in, but that was years ago and even in times of war the
Malfoy’s had managed to fill the shelves again. Of course, even the loss of several hundred
books hadn’t really made a noticeable dent in the collection. Harry started rifling through the
catalogue book. He wanted books on healing. If he should find anything to help Hermione’s
eye or voice, then he would risk sending an owl or even ask Dobby for help with delivering a
message.

Dobby was of immense help when he came back with Harry’s simple breakfast. Harry
pointed at the books he wanted to look at in the catalogue, and Dobby procured them with a



snap of his fingers. After Harry went through them, Dobby sent them back to the shelves if
Harry didn’t think them of interest, or he sent them to Harry’s own study if he wanted more
time with them.

After that, they went on to everything the library had on magical cores with extra interest in
anything that could make a magical core expand after the witch or wizard came of age. Most
people assumed that magical cores stopped expanding after the child became an adult, and in
most cases that was true. But not in all cases. And no book Harry and Hermione had found so
far, told anything about the type of expansion that the two of them had experienced the first
few years of the war. Experienced and endured. It had been a harrowing experience for both
of them. While the expansion had stopped years ago, their cores wasn’t entirely … stable …
anymore. Most days, that worked just fine, other days … not so much, especially in a war
when they were constantly hunted; constantly in danger.

Harry was on his fifth cup of black coffee, which he had only gotten after he had drunk one
glass of water and one of orange juice, Dobby had been relentless, and on his second meal of
the day, a simple but very good bacon quiche with a salad, when the door to the library went
up. Harry looked up from his book on unstable magical cores as a result of sickness, and felt
his blood run cold. The oldest Malfoy male stood in the door.

“What are you doing here, Potter?” His voice was as cold and haughty as if Harry hadn’t
broken his nose just the night before.

“Reading.”

“Draco is looking for you.”

Harry raised an eyebrow. After the altercation the evening before Harry couldn’t help but
think that Voldemort wouldn’t mind too much if Malfoy hadn’t learned his lesson and needed
another one. Personally, Harry would very much like to avoid that, so he picked up the book
he was reading and two more and went towards the door.

“You are not leaving with those books, Potter.” Malfoy sneered.

Harry turned around and put the books back on the table while keeping eye contact with
Malfoy. “Dobby, clear the table, please. I’m done for now.”

Dobby replaced the books so as to give Malfoy no hint of what Harry had researched, bowed
to Harry and left without looking at Malfoy. And Malfoy didn’t move away from the door,
even when Harry approached again.

“This is not your home, Potter, you cannot go wherever you want. You are a prisoner in a
gilded cage at best, and a prisoner of war at worst. I do not want to see you here again; you
do not have my leave to be here.”

Harry stared at him with clenched jaws.

Here it was then.



“Do you understand, Potter?” Malfoy snapped.

“It is noted.” Harry’s voice was colder than he had expected it to be, but a small part of him
was both relieved and disappointed to hear someone spell it out for him. Finally. This was his
prison; his cage. No one had said so or done anything to make it feel like it, before now. Trust
Lucius Malfoy to spell out the ugly truth, if nothing else. He had hoped when he saw the
missing security … for a few hours when no one had come to herd him back to his rooms he
had actually hoped …

But hope was for children and fools. He wasn’t the former and tried hard not to be the latter.

Malfoy still didn’t move away from the door, just stood there like a statue, silent, glaring in
disapproval. Harry began to walk past him, there was just enough space for that, even if it
was uncomfortable to be close to a man he hated and despised so much.

“Well, hurry up, boy!” Malfoy barked and Harry assumed that the arm he caught before it
touched him was supposed to push him out the door. But Harry caught the arm, wrenched it
away and sent Malfoy spinning to the floor.

Harry didn’t know how he got on top of Malfoy, how Malfoy’s wand ended up on the floor
under the table or how many times he had hit him in the face before the clouds of red and
black, fire and screams, let him see the reality of the situation again.

Malfoy’s aristocratic face was a bloody mess and only the man’s groaning told Harry that he
was still alive. Harry got up, turned around and walked very fast out of the door, down the
corridor, around the corner and right into Draco. Draco must either have seen more action
than his father or the age difference made a significant difference in their reaction times. By
the time they had untangled their limbs, Draco’s back was to the wall, he was perfectly
balanced, and he had his wand at the ready.

“Where?!” he snapped, eyes roaming the corridor, just skirting over Harry once, noting the
blood and the bruised knuckles, but apparently not thinking Harry himself an enemy. Which
was very strange considering Malfoy senior’s words just minutes before.

What is going on in this place? Harry wondered while watching Draco looking for the
enemy.

“Potter, where is the enemy? Where is the breach?”

“There is none.”

Draco frowned but sheathed his wand. Taking Harry at his word. Which was crazy.

“Then what …?”

“You father surprised me again, in the library this time. He told me you were looking for me
and ordered me to find you. That in itself was not a problem, really, but when he tried to
shove me out the door, it … became … problematic …” He looked down on the blood on his
hands. He probably hadn’t delivered a death blow, probably.



“Oh, for Merlin’s sake! That fool!” Draco looked angry enough to spit, and he had just called
the man he always had revered in his childhood, for a fool. Thing’s had definitely changed.

Draco looked him in the eye. “I was looking for you to ask if you wanted to have tea with us.
If that is agreeable to you then a house elf, Prim, will help you find the right parlour. It’s just
Astoria, me and the Dark Lord, and you, if you want to join us. Father went into a hissy fit
when he was asked not to attend.”

A female house elf in a white toga made of a sheet with a black and silver M embroidered on
the shoulder, suddenly stood waiting.

Harry blinked. “Tea? I was just eating … lunch, I think, or early dinner.”

“Well, if you would like some tea Prim will show you the way, and I will go speak to my
father.” A scowl marred his face, and the last two words were almost a growl, not nearly the
respectful tones he had used about the man as a boy.

Harry nodded and Draco turned away and stalked towards the library.

“Astoria will skin him one of these days, if he keeps this up,” Draco mumbled to himself
before going around a corner.

Harry tucked that piece of information away and asked the elf for a washroom before being
shown to the parlour where apparently tea would soon be served. He felt a little like a leaf in
a creek, being buffeted here, tugged there and mostly completely out of control. Right now,
he just went with it, a bit too confused to really make any kind of stand, or even decide what
the hell was going on.

Both Astoria and Voldemort looked up when he entered the room. Astoria smiled and
Voldemort nodded. None of them acted like he was someplace he shouldn’t be or had done
wrong in not being where they expected him to be when they wanted him; in his rooms. He
had taken two steps into the room before he registered that something was off, and he froze.

The day before he had been pleasantly surprised that Voldemort had changed from the more
snake like appearance he had had in the graveyard all those years ago. It was the form that
had haunted his nightmares for years and who had glared at him with hateful red eyes again
and again on the battlefield. It was the same man and the same red eyes, vertical pupils and
all, but the fact that his face was whole, markedly different and absolutely human made it
easier. He had only lacked hair to make the change complete.

Today, he didn’t even lack that.

The man in the chair next to the sofa Astoria occupied could have been the spirit from Tom
Riddle’s diary, aged about fifteen years or so. Absolutely human, and absolutely beautiful in
his humanity. At first, Harry thought the change must be greater than he gathered at first
glance, but the more he looked, the more he saw that it really was the same face as yesterday.
He had the same bone structure, the same lips, nose and eye shape, the only thing that was
different was that Voldemort was a touch less pale, and now he had eyebrows and thick, dark
eyelashes and a head full of black waves to his shoulders.



“Sorry, sorry about staring …” And he really was staring quite rudely. “I just … never
realised how much hair … defines a face, I guess.”

“That’s quite alright, Harry, I stared a bit myself the first few times it happened.” Voldemort
made a gesture towards the sofa on his other side and slowly Harry sat down.

“Wait … the first few times it happened … What exactly happened?”

Astoria poured the tea and gave Voldemort a cup, then Harry and then she raised her own to
try to hide the smile she was fighting. 

“I told you last night that Wormtail made mistakes when he resurrected me and that it took
me some time to rectify the … mishap.”

Harry nodded, stirred some milk and sugar into his tea and took a small sip. Spices exploded
on his tongue, and he closed his eyes for a moment. He had been drinking so much coffee the
last few years, that he had forgotten how a good cup of tea could taste. After a night where he
couldn’t sleep, which were most nights, he needed several cups of coffee to function at all. It
didn’t matter what kind of coffee as long as it was strong and hot. Tea hadn’t cut it for years
and he had simply stopped drinking it at some point. When was the last time he had had tea,
good tea, anyway? He must have had a cup now and again, he knew that, but he couldn’t
remember.

He opened his eyes and noticed one pair of ice blue eyes watching him with something akin
to sympathy and a pair of red eyes watching him with fascination or curiosity or a blend of
the two.

“I’m sorry, you were saying?” Harry turned towards Voldemort more wholly.

“I did finally rectify the mishap.” Voldemort put his tea down and gestured at his body and
face. “But … I managed to make a blunder of my own … And I swear, Astoria Malfoy, if you
let this slip, you will be snake fodder, mark my words!”

Astoria was fighting her own mirth with all her might now, and she was losing.

“I already know what happened, my Lord, and I haven’t said a word to anyone!” She giggled,
actually giggled, in the face of the Dark Lord’s wrath.

Harry concluded that Astoria Malfoy must be mad.

Voldemort glared at her for moment before looking at Harry again, and Harry expected a
similar threat, or something much worse, but Voldemort continued:

“I managed to change, but the change is not constant. The change comes and goes, but it does
so with a certain amount of … predictability. Not always, of course, because that would be
too easy,” the Dark Lord grumbled.

Harry was now almost certain that he had fallen asleep in the library and was dreaming of
this incident. That was the only explanation that made any kind of sense.



“If I am calm and collected, or happy about my circumstances or generally satisfied, I will be
as you see me now. Most likely. Rage and all the other intensely negative feelings will give
me the appearance I first had after my resurrection. Most likely. And for anything between
the two states of mind; the appearance I had yesterday.”

“Most likely,” Harry said, because he couldn’t help himself. He hurriedly took another sip of
his tea and realised he had drunk the entire cup without noticing. He put it down and Astoria
waved her wand to have the teapot fill up the cup again, and Harry doctored it to his
satisfaction.

“Yes, most likely.” Voldemort smirked. He didn’t seem bothered by Harry’s pert words. He
seemed strangely unbothered by a lot of things.

“Is this solution better or worse than what you had?” Harry asked, again before he stopped to
think, but Voldemort had begun to answer before Harry could retract his words.

“Better. While I would have preferred to always look as I do now, it is better to have that
sometimes, than never. Maybe I will give the process a try again in a few years and see if I
can rectify the problem completely.”

“I assume it wasn’t an easy process?”

“That would be a gross understatement, which is why I am not eager to try it again right
away. When in public I often use a glamour to look like I did yesterday, so as not to confuse
people. At least for right now. Call it a middle ground. Later I might change that glamour to
look like this.”

Harry nodded. He could understand that. If nothing else, letting people have a peek into how
Voldemort was feeling based on his looks, could be too revealing for someone who prided
themselves on power and control.

“Because of the glamour, not many know that my appearance changes. Those who live in the
Manor, and a few of my other lieutenants.”

Harry nodded again, wondering if he should say something about not divulging this to
anyone, before Voldemort made a threat to shut him up.

“Harry, your cat, the cat on your shirt … is that blood on its face?” Astoria asked before he
could say anything.

Harry looked down and the white and grey cat on his shirt was now white, grey and blood
red.

“Shit!” He wiped at the shirt with a napkin, to no avail. The cat tried to swipe at him with its
claws and hissed.

“Circe! Your knuckles, Harry … What happened?!” Astoria’s voice had grown cold and the
ice blue eyes were filled with a silent rage and not mirth. “Draco is not stupid enough to give
you reason to beat him, and we still have the war wards up so as to give warning of attacks



and treachery from the inside; I would have been notified if you as much as tapped a wall …”
Then she went rigid as if something clicked into place. “Lucius.” She bit out the words.

Out of the corner of his eye Harry became aware of the very still form of Voldemort. He also
noticed that he had changed to the form from the graveyard. Yes, knowing his feelings from
his appearance might give someone ammunition for those willing to use it.

This passive but still marked reaction made Harry even more confused than before. After the
altercation with Malfoy the night before, he was quite certain that Voldemort would accept
Harry defending himself. The man had even said as much when showing Harry his rooms. So
why was he angry because Harry had defended himself now?

Then again, the man wasn’t known to be exactly stable. But … on the other hand, there
hadn’t been any sign of Voldemort’s usual brand of insanity yet. Not at any time the day
before, nor so far today.

So, what the hell was going on?

Was Malfoy telling the truth about Harry being a glorified prisoner? Was he in the right by
laying down the law regarding what Harry could and could not do at the Manor? Was
Voldemort now angry because Harry had attacked Malfoy, one of his trusted lieutenants? Or
was there something else going on? And what were Astoria’s role in all this? She seemed
furious, apparently because Harry had gotten hurt while defending himself. Or because he
had attacked her father-in-law and gotten blood on the carpet?

“Harry, please tell us exactly what happened?” Astoria’s voice softened some and she drew
her wand while pointing at his hands. When he nodded she healed the scrapes and removed
the few drops of blood both on his hands and on his T-shirt.

Alright, Harry, proceed with all possible caution. Do not give them any ideas about giving
you rules or restrictions by mentioning what Malfoy said about being a prisoner. They might
give you more freedom if they believe that you don’t know of your own prisoner status. Easier
to hold the prisoner that doesn’t know what they are, and it’s not like you didn’t know this
would be the case anyway. And don’t lie. Voldemort is still a better Legilimens than you. This
is hard but not impossible. The war was impossible, this is just … confusing.

“I was reading in the library when Malfoy showed up and told me that Draco was looking for
me. I got up and was going to bring some books, but he informed me that I didn’t have his
leave to remove books from the library and that I was not to do so. When I tried to pass him
by the door, he went to shove me. Things … are a little hazy after that. His face was a mess
when I left him and ran into Draco. I told Draco what happened, and he went to talk with his
father. I’m fairly sure we would have heard something by now if I ended up killing him,” he
finished slowly. 

“His library? His house rules!” Astoria hissed so vehemently that Harry almost thought he
heard words in Parseltongue. “Malfoy Manor was my morning gift, it’s my house, my house
rules that matters and you are my guest! How dare he!” Her ice blue eyes were burning now,
and she turned to Voldemort.



Harry turned too and swallowed hard at seeing the shape from his nightmares where a quite
handsome man had been moments before. At the very least, he sat there quietly, not flitting
about in a homicidal rage and casting Crucio’s and Killing Curses all willy-nilly.

“My Lord, I know you have asked me to accept him under my roof because of the safety
concern regarding the chateau Narcissa and Lucius are supposed to move to, but now that the
treaty is signed, the hostilities must cease, and it will be safe for them to move to their new
home. Besides, he persistently attacks one of my other guests! It’s very hard to let this stand,
my Lord.”

“I appreciate that, Astoria, neither you nor Harry should have to take such treatment.”
Voldemort’s voice was still calm, maybe colder than earlier but still slightly silken too. Harry
cursed himself for shivering, and not because of disgust. “When Draco is done talking to
Lucius, I will talk with both Lucius and Narcissa and make my expectations for the rest of
their visit clear. Should either of them misstep after that; they will leave and take their
chances with subpar wards. Will that do?”

“Yes, thank you, my Lord.” Astoria gave a sitting bow.

“Harry?” Voldemort turned towards him, and it was strange looking into those red eyes and
remember several occasions the last twenty-four hours where they hadn’t been filled with
hate, loathing or rage, any more than they were right now, despite the decidedly unpleasant
chills that went down his back when looking into that despised face.

The world had turned very weird all of a sudden.

Even weirder than he had anticipated being married to the Dark Lord Voldemort, and Harry
had anticipated weirdness, he really had.

“Well … I mean … if I’m still allowed to defend myself, if he should try to attack me again
… I mean, he probably wasn’t going to actually attack me, either time, I know that … but
suddenly grabbing me is considered an attack by my subconscious, so …” He ran a hand
through his hair and noted distantly that Voldemort followed that hand with his gaze. Harry
knew he was rambling, but he didn’t much want to say the wrong thing right now, and thus
probably said a lot of wrong things.

“Of course you should defend yourself if you feel under attack. We all do, even though …”
Astoria hesitated, “… your responses are almost certainly sharper and harder than any of us,
bar the Dark Lord.”

“I hope there will be a time when that’s no longer true, no longer … necessary.” The words
were out of his mouth before he considered them fully, but they were the absolute truth.

He really did hope he could live long enough that his reflexes dulled without it being
dangerous for him. He did hope that he would get to see a world where that kind of reflexes
weren’t necessary for his survival.

But hope was for children and fools.



So, I’m a fool sometimes! Fine, that’s just fucking fine!

“I believe that is something all of us want, Harry.” Astoria gave him a soft smile. “More tea?
Yours have grown cold, I’m afraid. And take a biscuit, they are delicious, fresh from the
oven.”

Harry accepted the fresh tea and the biscuit in a bit of a daze and heard himself ask:

“What did you mean by Malfoy Manor being your morning gift?”

“Some pure-blood families hold to an old tradition with both a dowry and a morning gift. The
bride’s family gives a dowry that follows the bride into the marriage and the groom gives a
morning gift, preferably of equal or higher value, to the bride after their wedding night. The
tradition comes from a time where weddings were mostly, or only, for economic reasons and
was made exclusively with that and breeding in mind. The reasons for these gifts were to
give the woman something to live off, if she should become a widow. Both the dowry and the
morning gift were ultimately hers to do with as she wished, often her dowry became part of
her daughter’s dowries and so on.

“Draco couldn’t see himself raising a family any other place than at Malfoy Manor, despite
the fact that Manor Greengrass still is whole, unburnt, unlooted and almost as grand and with
more land. I, for my part, am not going to raise my family under the same roof as Lucius. He
can be affable when he chooses, but I know what a number he made of Draco in his
childhood, and I will not give him half a chance of doing anything similar to my children.
Especially because I plan to adopt children too, without blood status being a deciding factor.
So, I demanded Malfoy Manor as my morning gift. After all, I bring all of the Greengrass
fortune and estates into the marriage. I made it clear that the Manor would be my home and
that Narcissa and Lucius would be guests, if they were welcome at all.

“This did not go over well, naturally.”

“No shit!” Harry was gaping at her. Astoria might not be Bellatrix Lestrange level mad, but
she was hardly sane either, with ideas like that.

Astoria laughed her tinkling, beautiful laugh.

“Hence, the very long engagement. They tried to wait me out. Tried to wheedle and threaten.
Tried to change Draco’s mind for him. Unfortunately for them, Draco is stubborn and I’m
more than his match. He wanted to marry me, and only me, I only wanted to marry him, and
we wanted to live here together.

“In the end, they gave in, and we married two weeks later. I saw the signs and began
preparing for their capitulation and my wedding.” She grinned evilly. “So, you see, the
Manor is my home entirely, Harry, and you are my honoured guest. Please do not let Lucius
or anyone else tell you what you can and cannot do here, without conferring with me first. As
to leave no doubt at one point at least; you are very welcome to use any library here and you
may take the books to your rooms if you so wish. Just make sure to get them back on the
library shelves when you are done with them.”



“Thank you,” Harry said.

Draco entered and Voldemort left for his chat with Lucius and Narcissa without saying a
word. Astoria served Draco tea and the three of them talked a bit about near harmless topics,
like Draco and Astoria’s wedding and plans for the estate, incidents at school, a couple of
books on transfiguration they had all read and from there they talked about animagi. Draco
and Astoria both wanted to try to become animagi at some point, but Harry chose not to
comment.

Voldemort came back, still with the same appearance. Even though Harry had so many bad
memories about the man in that hated form, and even though he did get chills down his back
and felt how his stomach churned, he had to admit that the absence of hate and insanity in
those red eyes, did a lot to change Voldemort’s presence, and the impact it had on Harry. He
wasn’t happy seeing that form next to him, but he didn’t feel like running, screaming or
throwing curses either. 

It almost seemed like Voldemort had become stable, or at least more stable, with his new
changing appearance. Maybe the insanity had migrated from his mind to his body when
Voldemort underwent the process to change his body? Harry was sure stranger things had
happened when magic was involved.

“Harry, I would like to ask you to have dinner with us tonight, and breakfast tomorrow,”
Voldemort said when Astoria called for an elf to clear the table. “And to make a habit of it.
Dinner is at eight in the evening, breakfast at eight in the morning. It would be … good … to
see each other at those times each day. Ask an elf to show you the way until you get to know
the place.”

Harry hesitated. It was framed as a request, right now, but Harry didn’t doubt that could
change in a hurry. Having tea with the three of them had been doable, he suspected he could
stomach having dinners with them too. Hell, even tea and dinner every day could work, if
everyone was on their best behaviour as they had been right now. But breakfast …

“I don’t believe anyone would like my company in the mornings …” he hedged.

“Don’t worry,” Draco said. “Astoria isn’t a morning person either. We survive her grumbles;
we will survive yours too, I’m sure, and supply you with coffee and tea until you wake up.”

“I can’t guarantee that you will; survive me in the mornings, that is.”

Even Hermione knew to leave him completely alone that first hour he was awake, before he
had had at least three cups of coffee, and to let him get up when he was ready when that was
a possibility. That was when he lived and slept with her and thus got better sleep than he did
when sleeping alone. Now, as anxious as he was with as little sleep that he got … Harry
really didn’t know how breakfast with anyone would even work out.

“Do try,” Voldemort said, and Harry knew a last word when he heard it.
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Breakfast and Hellfire

Ice cold water gushed down over Harry, and it felt like his heart stopped in shock and his
lungs squeezed, but he tipped his head back and felt the cold water pelt his face. He was
supposed to show up for breakfast in less than thirty minutes, and naturally he hadn’t had a
worse night in months. Even with the restless sleep and nightmares he had had since the
whole debacle with the marriage proposal and peace treaty started.

He wasn’t sure how many times he had woken up screaming, but he did know that his throat
now hurt from it. He had been up twice to try to calm down after some particularly nasty
nightmare, and once more to shower and change when he woke up drenched in sweat.
Between all this he didn’t think he had gotten more than two hours sleep, and none of it
restful.

Harry switched the water to warm, washed, got out of the shower and dried off before
brushing his teeth and getting dressed. He wasn’t going to shave when he was this exhausted
and neither would he allow anyone else to shave him either.

Dobby showed him the way to the breakfast room. The normally chatty elf must have
realised that Harry wasn’t up to talking, for he hardly said a word, just bowed Harry in the
door and left.

“Hello,” Harry said with a voice full of gravel and pain. He winced.

“Here, as black as possible while still tasting like coffee.” Draco poured him coffee and
handed him the cup.

Astoria nodded at him, and Voldemort said a simple good morning.

“Thanks.” Gods, his throat hurt! Harry took a gulp of coffee and almost spit it out again. His
throat was on fire! He grabbed a glass of orange juice and swallowed half of it. Tears popped
up in his eyes and he coughed when the pain lanced down his throat and threatened to choke
him. He struggled to breathe and every time he tried to swallow it felt like swallowing hot
shards of glass. Finally, he was able to stop hacking and leaned back in his chair with a deep
breath.

“You weren’t kidding when you said mornings are difficult for you,” Draco said in a low
voice.

Harry growled at the intrusion into his pain and misery, making the pain worse again, and
looked up. Silver-grey eyes blinked at him, and Astoria’s ice blue was now much more alert,
and the red pair of eyes looked a little astonished. He sighed, took a piece of toast, and
buttered it without a word.

Harry tried to nibble at the bread, but every time he swallowed, pain lanced his throat. The
pain made him more and more grumpy. The desperate screams in the background and the
sound of roaring flames in addition to the stink of burned flesh made his stomach churn.



It was not a good morning. He shouldn’t even have tried to get up for hours yet, and
absolutely not tried to meet people. Being around people in this state of mind was begging
for trouble, and he knew that. One little slip up right now and things could go very bad
indeed.

It wasn’t worth it. Sometimes it was pure luck that made Hermione able to deal with the
consequences of a bad morning. Other times it was a power and knowledge that in this room
probably only Voldemort could rival, and he didn’t know what Harry’s accidents could do.
So, it wasn’t worth it.

“I can’t eat yet.” His voice was as low and gravely as before and he didn’t see the use of
trying to raise his voice when there were so many voices in the room begging, screaming,
crying. Some part of him knew that the voice’s weren’t real. Not anymore. But he was too
tired to take that into account right now. So tired of the screams from the dying and the
laughter from some insane Death Eater and the jeering and threats from others. The heat from
the flames cracked against his face. Black shapes watched him from bone white faces.

His body was too heavy, but he got to his feet and walked towards the door. There was a
room that would be relatively safe, because people would stay away if he barred the door.
They would stay away and be safe.

It hurt to move. Hurt not to pay attention to those who died in the flames. It wasn’t his
flames. He could feel that. They weren’t powered by his magic. This wasn’t his fault. But
people still died. He wished he could talk to Hermione right now. Often, she could tell him
what to do when his own mind refused to let go of the memories, let go of the old hurt and
despair.

Someone screamed right in his ear, and he jerked to the side and was hit in the face. He fell
on his back, the pain from his forehead pushing the voices and the flames farther away.

He blinked. Somehow, he had walked right into the door frame.

“Harry!” He recognized Astoria’s voice.

“Don’t touch him if he can’t see you coming!” Draco hurriedly said and Astoria stopped a
little way away from Harry, her eyes on his face, but she didn’t come any closer.

“Are you alright?” she asked. “What happened?”

Slowly he sat up. “I told you that I’m not good in the mornings. Granted …” he got to his
feet, “… I can be just as bad at other times, but mornings are always bad.”

A door now right in front of him and to the left of the doors to the hallway, opened and
several Death Eaters with billowing, black cloaks and bone white masks with ugly grins
stalked through. The fire and the screams snapped him in the face again, the stink of burning
bodies, the knowledge that good people already had died in the flames and that he and
Hermione were separated from their allies and heavily outnumbered.



He grabbed Hermione’s hand and swung her behind him. Safest place to be when he let
loose, as he had to, to get them out of this. Even though he hated it. He wasn’t going to let the
bastard’s take them down, not while he could still breathe, still cast a single curse. And only
one curse was truly necessary. Fire bloomed around them and took shape. Big cats, a basilisk,
smaller serpents, a gigantic wild boar with vicious tusks, a pack of hungry wolves and a
dragon. They cavorted all around him. He smiled. All his to command, to keep him and
Hermione safe, and the Death Eaters were already screaming.

“Harry, please listen to me, please stop this! Please listen! You must stop! Harry! There is no
need for this!”

The voice wasn’t Hermione’s.

Harry turned and blinked, and the ice blue eyes set in a deathly pale face stared back at him.

“Please don’t do this,” she whispered. “I love Draco so much; I don’t want to lose him. Not
now. Please stop it.”

He turned around and looked at the Fiendfyre he had conjured. The big beasts slowly burned
their way towards the Death Eaters. The door they had come through was guarded by flaming
serpents now. Before reaching the Death Eaters the flame beasts had to burn through the
breakfast table, Draco and Voldemort included. The flame beast licked their snouts and
howled or hissed or roared.

“No!” Harry’s voice rose above the rumbling from the flames. It hurt his throat, good gods, it
hurt! The flame beasts didn’t react, he had lost their leash when he looked at Astoria, a
moment of distraction was all it took. He held out his arms and felt his magic hook into the
Fiendfyre again, re-establishing control. They were his, his magic and his to control. The
beasts turned to look at him with shimmering flame filled eyes, and he knew that it wouldn’t
be possible to simply stop the curse. He had lost control and they would fight him for it.

But the magic was still his.

“I said no!” he roared. “You are mine and You. Will. Listen!” The last few words came from
behind gritted teeth.

He sucked his magic back into his core. Something that shouldn’t be possible, but that
worked, if he paid the price. He felt the beast’s rage inside him and closed his eyes to focus
on quelling them. He felt sweat pour off him, felt his body shake and that he swayed on his
feet. But he held the Fiendfyre back. Held it inside him and slowly, beast by beast, he
extinguished the flames.

The world tilted on its axis when he opened his eyes again and he went to one knee, gasping.
Now his chest hurt in addition to his throat. His hands shook visibly.

“Draco! Are you alright!” He heard Astoria rush past him and he looked up in time to see her
hug Draco fiercely. Both Draco and Voldemort were up and standing in the middle of an
unburnt island.



Harry’s gaze went towards the group of Death Eaters. He wasn’t truly surprised when he saw
that there were only four, Malfoy, Snape and two others he didn’t know the names off. All of
them were in robes and cloaks that came close to the Death Eater ensemble, but only Malfoy
was in full regalia, mask included. Harry looked at the mask now in Malfoy’s hand and felt
flames lick out of him, carried on years of hatred and the anguish of one single night.

The mask glowed red, Malfoy screamed and let it go. The mask fractured and by the time it
reached the floor it was only dust.

Harry got shakily to his feet and turned towards the door. The world was quieter again now.
Some of his waking nightmares had burned away in the flames, but he also had adrenaline
pumping through him like he had been in a fight. Which, in a way, he had.

“Wait, Harry!”

He didn’t turn toward Astoria, even if he recognized worry in her tone.

“No, Astoria, I think it is best to let him go for a while.” That was Voldemort.

“But he might be hurt. Doing that kind of magic, non-verbally and wandlessly … That can’t
be healthy. He cast one of the most difficult curses there is, without a wand!” Her voice rose
in agitation. “It’s asking for trouble! It’s madness!”

Harry was out the door and on his way down the hallway.

“Has anyone seen him use his wand at all?” Draco’s voice was tentative.

Harry began to run. He needed the movement with all the adrenaline in his body and with the
horrid memory of how close he had come to burn that room of people alive.

Voldemort might have been able to stop it or survive. Might. Astoria might have survived
behind Harry. Might. But Harry himself could have died when he lost control of the flames.

As for Draco and the others … Some of them did possibly deserve to die for the horrible acts
they had committed during the war. But Harry and Hermione had agreed that being burned
alive with Fiendfyre was too horrible a way to go, even for war criminals, and they only used
Fiendfyre to destroy property or when they had no other choice.

The exception had been Godric’s Hollow.

The massacre at Godric’s Hollow. Barely a year past now.

That had been vengeance, and even if they hadn’t caught the two they most wanted in their
web of fire, neither of them regretted the actions of that night. They had both been a bit mad
with loss and pain and rage. And if their actions established them as no longer Light, then
that was a road they had started walking years before that fateful night.

Harry ran.

From the fresh memories and from the old.



From the questions and troubles that undoubtedly awaited him when he stopped running.

From the consequences of his actions this morning.

From his fear.

From his confusion.

From his rage.

Harry ran.
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Hours later he sat by the lake, on the sandy beach, in the sun. Looking at the serenely lapping
water that glittered under the sun. He was relatively calm again, after running for hours, he
didn’t know how many. He only knew that Dobby had popped up now and again with water
and told him that Astoria wanted him to drink it because it was a really hot summer day.
After Harry emptied the glass, Dobby disappeared for a while and Harry kept running.

Now Harry sat there exhausted and carefully drank more water and ate a simple sandwich
that Dobby had handed him with a resolute expression. He didn’t know if he would be
allowed outside on the estate like this on a regular basis, or if the wish to get him out of the
Manor for a while overruled the rules that normally would apply for him. But he had decided
to make the most of it anyway.

When someone finally did find him, it wasn’t Astoria.

Voldemort sat down in the sand a couple of metres from him, legs in a lotus position with his
wide, grey robe flowing around him. He didn’t say anything. Just sat there in silence.

“So, you are not mentally unstable anymore?” Harry didn’t know where those words had
come from, but it seemed like a fact.

Probably not something I should have said aloud though. Oh, well.

“I am mostly stable now. And you are most decidedly not.” He didn’t sound irritated and for
some reason it didn’t sound like a threat either. Just a fact, like Harry’s own words.

“No, I haven’t been for a while, and it keeps getting worse. In my defence, no one asked any
questions about the state of my mind before putting forth a marriage proposal.”

And I thought I would be killed soon anyway.

Harry didn’t believe that as strongly as he had before, and he knew that could be dangerous.
Hope could always be dangerous. Foolish hope.

“No, no one did ask about that. Is it worst in the mornings? I did not actually believe your
statement when you said that you could not guarantee our survival when seeing you for
breakfast.”

“I figured, but then again I didn’t know how to make it any clearer, and you sounded quite
decided on the matter. It’s worst in the mornings, but it’s not entirely … safe … at any time.”

Harry and Hermione had figured it was worst in the mornings because the nightmares in his
dreams bled over into his waking nightmares. And after a night of fighting with one kind of



nightmare, he had less strength to give the fight against his waking nightmares. When he had
woken up properly and in his own time, it tended to be a little better.

“And that always transfers into Fiendfyre?” Voldemort’s tone wasn’t angry or suspicious, if
anything he sounded … fascinated. Of course, Voldemort would be fascinated by something,
anything, that whispered of power.

“Fuck, no! I wouldn’t have survived this long if it did.” Harry hesitated. “Astoria and Draco,
are they okay?”

“They are. They are upset, but unhurt. Harry, I will do my utmost to believe you from now
on, when you inform me of anything that pertains to you, your life and your preferences. If
you feel I do not listen closely enough, please do remind me of this day and I will try to listen
better.”

“… Alright, if that is what you wish …”

“That is my wish. It seems pertinent, given the circumstances.”

They sat in silence.

“Do you want to know the truly dangerous part about what happened this morning?” Harry
wanted to see what Voldemort would make of it.

“I do not know. Do I want to know?” Voldemort asked.

Harry looked at him and raised a brow.

“You conjured Fiendfyre non-verbally and without a wand, lost control of it and then took
back that control without collapsing or even much of a struggle. That alone is … highly
unexpected … as there are no accounts of getting control of that curse if it has been let
loose.”

“You are the Dark Lord, are you not? I’m sure you can take a bit more danger.”

“If you say so.” Voldemort sounded doubtful.

Startlingly, Harry chuckled. “It, the curse, wasn’t non-verbal.”

“You did not say a word audibly, I watched you, and Astoria did not hear you cast the curse
either.”

“No, I mean … I didn’t actually cast the curse. It was instinctive.”

A beat of silence.

“You instinctively cast, with wish and need alone, one of the hardest and most dangerous
curses there is? Is that what you are telling me?”

“Yes, that is what I’m telling you. Which makes it even more dangerous.”



“Indeed, it does.”

Harry could have sworn the Dark Lord Voldemort sounded a bit stunned.

“If I may ask … How did you become so familiar with such a Dark curse that you can cast it
instinctively, not to mention get control over it again? My sources have assured me that you
never stopped fighting for the Light and that you did in fact not fight for me in secret at any
point. But with such Dark curses and such power at your disposal …”

“You have to wonder if I’m actually Light at all?” Harry asked, not the least bit offended. He
knew how it seemed. He had regularly taken a few steps back and looked at his situation and
his actions himself, and knew what others saw and the conclusions they might draw.

“Yes,” Voldemort drew out the word.

“I’m not sure anymore, magic-wise, that is. Looking back, I don’t regret any of the choices I
made. I did the best I could in the situation I was in, with the knowledge I then had. I can’t
regret that. But the Dark Arts … they truly are seductive … and even knowingly making a
choice … You don’t necessarily get what you thought you would get, you know?”

“I know very well.”

If anyone knew, it was probably Voldemort. Ripping his soul to pieces as a teenager must
have given some consequences he couldn’t have anticipated, genius or not. And that had been
at the very beginning of his study in Dark Arts.

“And still, you do not regret it?” Voldemort asked, slowly.

“No, my knowledge of the Dark Arts saved Hermione’s life many times over, and I would
make any choice and take any action to assure that outcome, again and again, to the end of
time and beyond.” Harry leaned back on his elbows in the sand, tilted his face up and closed
his eyes against the sun.

“You love Miss Granger that much?”

Harry did listen for it, but there was no sneer of disgust or hatred in his voice when he asked,
no extra emphasis on the word ‘love’ to make it clear what he thought of the concept. If his
voice was anything but neutral, it was inquisitive.

“As a battle partner, as the best friend I could ask for, as a confidant that knows me inside and
out and has known me most of my life; yeah, I love her, unconditionally and forever. As
anything more, anything even remotely romantic, no, I don’t. I would fight for her, kill for
her and die for her, without hesitation or regret, but it’s platonic, well mostly platonic.”

If the facts of his close friendship with Hermione weren’t already known to Voldemort, then
it would be easy for him to find out everything he wanted from others. They were a well-
known pair, after all. It didn’t make a difference if Harry said something about it or not, and
he felt he should be allowed to recognize something that held value in his life, even if he
never saw Hermione again.



“And how did your venture into the Dark Arts begin?” There was a hint of silk in
Voldemort’s voice now and Harry fought to keep the shivers in check while cursing them,
cursing that Voldemort could get him to shiver like that. He would not show Voldemort what
he thought, what he felt, about that voice. That would be phenomenally stupid.

In a moment of self-disgust and weakness, Harry contemplated listing all the horrible things
Voldemort had done. All the gruesome curses Harry had seen and heard Voldemort cast using
the voice that now made Harry shiver with something that most decidedly wasn’t fear or
disgust. But Harry was stuck here, stuck with this man, without any way out. It wouldn’t be
healthy to nurture hate and revulsion. If anything, Harry should suppress those feelings as
much as he could.

Forgiving was impossible; it couldn’t be done. But forgetting might be the best choice for
Harry, the healthiest, if it was at all feasible. If the situation, this new life of his, didn’t bring
about more reasons for hate and fear. So far, it actually seemed like it could be done.
Voldemort seemed stable and not like he would put Harry under the Cruciatus Curse at any
moment and for any reason, like he had been wont to do. To forget would have to be a choice
that Harry made, probably again and again. To try and get around all the horrible memories,
the fear and the hate, and build something in spite of it. Build a life for himself. Some kind of
life.

Foolish, foolish hope.

Harry really didn’t know if he could do it. If it were possible or if the memories of pain and
loss and rage and madness were too strong to suppress, too strong to fight. But right now
seemed like an opportunity to try it, to try and simply … have a conversation, on his own
terms.

He had hesitated long enough, so he gave a slow sigh and decided to try.

“Well, it all started with a birthday present …”

“What?” Voldemort sounded baffled.

Harry smiled up at the sun. That was an encouraging beginning. Bafflement, not irritation.
An honest feeling too, it sounded like. He let himself glide back even more, lay down and
cradled his head in his folded hands behind his head. The sand was warm and dry beneath
him, the sun beat hot down on him, the lake lapped against the shore in mellow waves and
he, Harry Potter, had baffled the Dark Lord Voldemort, his husband.

Things could be worse. It was important to take the pleasure he could get, when he could get
it, and he was going to enjoy this moment.

“I didn’t know what to give Hermione that she would value …”

“So, you gave her a book on the Dark Arts?” Voldemort tried to sound decisive and somehow
failed.

Harry grinned. “No, I didn’t. Let me tell this story, will you?”



Silence. No hissing madness. No threats. No Cruciatus Curse. Simply silence.

Harry felt himself relax a bit more down into the sand. 

“Right. I wanted to give Hermione something special, something that would mean something
to her, preferably something to make her smile. The war had already lasted several years, and
we had been on the run as long. There hadn’t been a whole lot of reasons to smile recently. A
useful and special gift would be best. I decided that we could raze Azkaban together, as her
birthday gift.”

“That was you!” Voldemort snarled. “You two?! I never figured out what actually happened!
Why? Why would you do such a thing?!”

Harry opened one eye and eyed Voldemort. Weirdly enough, he wasn’t really worried. He
probably should have been. Voldemort stared at him, but still had a whole face and his eyes,
while angry, didn’t seem particularly insane or murderous. Harry closed his eye and turned
his face towards the sun again.

“Are you quite finished?” He didn’t know what had gotten into him. One thing was to tell the
story on his terms and see if Voldemort was able to keep his façade in place, but to talk to
him like that … It was impudent, bordering on insane.

Suddenly, like a small lightning bolt of understanding, Harry said in Parseltongue: “Nagini,
stop hiding and come over here, please.”

Harry hadn’t seen her since the wedding celebration, but when he thought about it, this
strangely calm and safe feeling reminded him of the hours he had spent with her close by.

“Young consort?” Nagini hissed and slithered up to him before she curled up, half against
him and half on top off him, without as much as ‘by your leave’.

Harry freed a hand from beneath his head and caressed her. “You shouldn’t spy, Nagini. It’s
easier to give you pets if I know you are here.”

“That is true, young consort. Nagini will remember that. Nagini likes pets.”

“I noticed.” Harry said warmly and turned his face towards Voldemort again. The feeling of
utter safety and calm was even more settled with Nagini on top of him and it was as
incomprehensible as it previously had been. He shouldn’t feel safe with the monstrous snake
on top of him. He shouldn’t feel like he was protected from everything and anything,
including her Master. He shouldn’t feel completely calm.

He really, really shouldn’t.

But he did.

And Voldemort was looking at him with an unreadable face from behind half-lowered
eyelids.

“I’m sure she will choose you over me if you tell her you want her attention,” Harry told him.



A feeling shot over Voldemort’s face and burned in his eyes before he slammed down even
stronger shields than before. It didn’t trouble Harry, he didn’t think much could worry him
right now, and that in itself was a worry. But it was a concern for another time, he was too
exhausted and too comfortable right now. Nagini lifted her head, tasted the air and lay down
again, apparently uninterested in moving.

“That is not necessary, if you are both comfortable,” Voldemort hissed.

“I believe we are. Do you want to hear the rest of it? I can’t guarantee that you won’t get
angry again.”

“I would like to hear the rest of it, and if I get angry, that has no bearing on you.”

Harry believed him. Not only because he already had gotten angry once and Harry was alive
and untouched, but also because the words had that ring of truth to them. That sound that he
had heard from Voldemort before. It could also be that the calm that came with Nagini
stopped him from fretting about it. That again really should trouble him, and again, he didn’t
have enough energy to bother about it.

“Right. It all started in our third year in Hogwarts, the year when the Dementors invaded the
school. Neither Hermione or I had seen Dementors before then, and I, for my part, knew
nothing about them. Hermione was aghast about the existence of such creatures. Creatures
that could kill souls, not only bodies. I think knowing that such a thing was possible hurt her,
in some way. It was only years later that I saw it the same way, even though I never liked the
creatures, at all.

“Even if I read everything I could about Dementors, I couldn’t find a way that would kill
them, end their existence for good, until I read about Fiendfyre that could destroy everything.
It was my best bet and because it was for a good cause, the way I saw it, I didn’t hesitate too
long before trying it out. It took me some weeks and then I managed to both conjure, control
and end the curse and the flames.”

“Weeks?” Voldemort asked. “Most people use months, if not years, to fully control that
curse.”

“Yes, well … With little else to do but practice and a lot of hate to fuel the flames … Also
…” Harry stopped.

“Also?” Voldemort said.

“Something for another time, maybe.” He waited a moment for a protest, but Voldemort
remained silent. “By then I had noticed the effects the use of a Dark curse had on me. I might
have been unobservant at times, but not even I could ignore something like that. The feeling
of power and the burning need for more and knowing how I could get it, too. That kind of …
obsession is not healthy when on the run in the middle of a war, if ever.

“I hesitated before telling Hermione about my plan and about the Fiendfyre, but I did tell her.
I offered to be the one to actually cast the curse, so she could keep a clearer head in case I got



… side-tracked. She said no, we were in it together and besides, wasn’t this supposed to be
her birthday gift?” Harry smiled at the memory. “Stubborn witch.”

“That stubbornness stood her in good stead with both learning and controlling the curse. We
became quite … proficient … with casting it the following months. And for some time, even
after we laid waste to Azkaban, we used the curse in battle. Then came the night, the battle,
we agreed that Fiendfyre was a horrible, horrible, way to die and that we would stop using it
on people, unless we had no other choice. We kept to that agreement, mostly, but never really
stopped casting the curse. Both because it feels … exhilarating, and because it … sometimes
…” Harry stopped and petted Nagini in silence for a while.

“Anyway, that was the beginning, and very far from the end. I have an extensive repertoire of
spells, jinxes, charms, hexes and curses, and after that incident I stopped considering if what I
wanted to learn was Dark or Light, and only considered how I would use it. As I said, my
knowledge of the Dark Arts has saved Hermione’s life many times, the same way her
knowledge has saved me. Last time we talked about it, neither of us regretted the choice we
made when we began studying the Dark Arts, nor the choice we made when we continued.
Maybe that’s a result of learning the Dark Arts; not wanting to regret the knowledge and the
power? I wish I didn’t risk burning people alive by accident, but … well … I can’t have it all
my way, I guess.”

The Dark Lord Voldemort snorted at that, actually snorted.

Harry grinned at the sun and stroked Nagini. He was still alive and whole. Maybe he was a
fool to hope for a life, but it was even harder not to hope now than it had been an hour ago.
That might be a strategy on Voldemort’s part, it probably was, but it was hard to live without
hope. So very hard to refuse hope with all his might. It had a tendency to sneak in when he
wasn’t watching. It was probably better to just admit that he had a tiny kernel of hope now, so
it didn’t suddenly surprise him.

“You began your education in the Dark Arts with Fiendfyre, one of the hardest and most
complex curses there is, and became so adept at it that you now can cast the curse intuitively,
without word or even a wand. Something tells me that there is more to the story. Maybe both
before and after you learned that curse.”

“You might very well be right.” Harry waited for the demand to tell Voldemort everything,
but didn’t manage to worry. Nagini was heavy on top off him and the sun beat down and
filled him with warmth.

Silence filled the air between them. Birds tweeted in some trees not far away, something
splashed in the lake, the wind rustled in the tree branches and Nagini came with a small,
satisfied hiss and moved to headbutt Harry’s chin.

And Voldemort did not demand that Harry tell him everything.

“I believe it would be best not to risk you burning people by accident, if we can help it.
Would it be better to share lunch together?”

“Won’t that interrupt your day, whatever you are doing, wherever you are doing it?”



“Right now, I work mostly out of my main study at the Manor, with some visits to the
Ministry, but even if I in time end up working from the Ministry; we have this glorious thing
called magic, you might have heard mention of it? It makes transportation so easy, either
through the Floo network or this thing called Apparition.”

“Ha ha ha,” Harry said, a spark of … something going off in his chest. “You are so very
droll.”

“Thank you, kind of you to notice. Do you believe lunch would work for you?”

“It has a better chance of working than breakfast, at the very least. And dinner?”

“Yes, that would be good.”

“What about this …” Harry stopped, he might worry worryingly little right now, but he still
didn’t feel like saying something that came too close to a demand.

“Yes?”

Harry swallowed and rested his hand on one of Nagini’s big coils. Her skin was warm and
smooth. Somehow safe.

“I was simply going to suggest that if I think that lunch might … give me problems, I could
share tea and dinner with you that day instead?”

“That sounds like a decent alternative. You are of course always welcome to share a meal
with me and whoever I dine with, but I wanted to have the assurance that I will see you at
least twice a day. Breakfast is at eight, lunch at twelve, tea at half past four and dinner at
eight.”

“Alright, I will do my best.”

“I hope you have noticed that the house elves are happy to serve you whatever you want,
whenever you want it?”

“Yes, I have noticed, thank you.” Harry hesitated. “I do not think I will come to dinner
tonight; I feel too … raw to chance it. What was with the fucking Death Eater mask in the
Manor anyway?”

Nagini hissed and tried to curl up under his chin while also slithering beneath his neck.

“No, shoulders, not neck, Nagini! You are not allowed to choke me.” When Nagini didn’t
move fast enough, Harry turned around to his stomach, tipping her partly off him. She hissed
in agitation, and he lifted her up to his face, glaring at her, nose to nose. “You are very
welcome to share my space and my warmth, but you may not wind yourself around or put any
kind of pressure on my neck or throat. Do you understand?”

She blinked at him, didn’t answer and looked away. He could have sworn she looked
embarrassed, if a snake could be embarrassed.



Harry put her down, turned around to sit facing the lake again and hauled some of Nagini’s
coils onto his lap again.

“Behave.” Harry turned towards Voldemort again. “Where was … Yes, the masks? Or
Malfoy’s mask, at least.”

Voldemort had that unreadable face and those half-lowered eyelids again, like the last time
Harry had talked to Nagini. Harry swallowed, uncertain what that look meant and if he had
offended without knowing, or maybe it was the question that he asked rather abruptly?

“You would tell me if you do not wish me to talk with your familiar, right?” he said slowly.

“Yes, I would,” Voldemort hissed, in Parseltongue, and then remained silent.

“Alright, is the conversation over?” Harry asked after a couple of minutes.

Voldemort blinked at him and looked away. “No, it is not. You asked a question. Lucius made
a mistake, yet again, when he didn’t stop to remove his mask. The news he had were hardly
critical enough to warrant such haste. The merging of the Ministry with my forces will take
place a week after our marriage, until that time, Death Eaters do still exist. After that
merging, they are simply my closest … supporters.”

“Or so the official statement will go.”

“Indeed, it will. I doubt my followers will become former followers with no more than the
flick of a quill. That will be their doing as much as mine. I told Lucius in no uncertain terms
that his almost constant transgressions against you these past days are beginning to irritate
me. Death Eater masks will not be worn inside the Manor anymore.”

Translation, Harry thought, Lucius was put under the Cruciatus Curse until Voldemort
believed he got a clue.

Harry shuddered slightly, but Malfoy Senior seemed to have some trouble keeping away from
Harry, and this last mistake could have cost many people their lives. If he kept away from
Harry, it would be beneficial for everyone, including himself.

Voldemort got to his feet gracefully. “Do remember to eat something more today,” he said.
“In fact … Dobby!” The little elf popped up and bowed to Voldemort, wringing his small
hands.

“Dobby answers Lord Voldemort sir!”

“Do make sure Harry eats more today. I do not care what, as long as he eats more than a
sandwich the whole day.” Voldemort eyed Harry and Harry’s raised brows. “You ran for
hours. You need food. Do not make it hard on him.” Voldemort nodded towards Dobby, met
Harry’s eyes for a moment and turned around and left.

Harry remained on the beach with Nagini, watching the waves on the lake and the wind in the
trees. Voldemort hadn’t told him to get back inside, and it was restful right here, right now.



He accepted another sandwich from Dobby, ate it and had a cup of lukewarm coffee, before
going back to the Manor.

After a shower and getting into fresh clothes he sat down on the divan on the balcony with
his face towards the sun and the book on unstable magical cores as a result of sickness that
Dobby got from the library, on his lap. The little elf either understood that Harry’s throat hurt,
or someone had told him their suspicions, for both sandwiches had been soft with only soft
fillings and when Dobby showed up with more food it was a mild, tepid soup and fresh, soft
dinner rolls. Harry asked for a second helping, it didn’t hurt too much to swallow, and it
tasted delicious.

The sun was almost setting and Nagini was grumbling about it becoming cold and trying to
cover Harry’s legs with her coils to keep warm, when a door on the farthest side of the
balcony went up and Voldemort came out onto the balcony. Apparently, they shared the big
balcony. He stood looking towards the sunset for a while before closing in on Harry.

“What are you reading?” he asked after he had stopped several steps away, leaning his back
against the marble balustrade.

Harry held up the book and Voldemort read the title.

“Is it interesting?”

“No, not really, I’m just searching through it.”

“Do you find what you are looking for?”

“I had hoped to find some indication to where I might find better information for my
research, but so far no luck.”

“Prim!” A house elf popped up and bowed.

“Lord Voldemort sir!” she squeaked.

“The bookcase in my private study, to the left of the window, top shelf. The four books to the
far right. Get them for me.”

Prim popped away and back in seconds, bowing and proffering the four books to Voldemort.

“Give them to Harry.”

The little elf held the heavy books out to Harry, and he took them and read the titles. Two of
them he had already read. They had been disappointing, too general and too narrow,
respectively. But the other two … He couldn’t stop the smile on his face if he tried. Finally.

“These two looks promising.” Harry met Voldemort’s gaze. “Thank you.”

“That is the best I can do, without knowing exactly what you are looking for.”



Harry only smiled, let Prim take the two books that weren’t interesting back and put away the
book he had found himself. Then he began reading the one of Voldemort’s books with the
most promising title. Voldemort had tried to get Harry to tell him what he was after, but he
hadn’t insisted or threatened, so Harry didn’t feel like he had to say anything.

Voldemort watched him in silence for several minutes and then went inside before the sun
went completely below the horizon, taking with him a cold and grumpy snake.

Chapter End Notes
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Concerning Snakes and Puppets
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"Harry, while I absolutely adore your shirts, they won’t do for the Ministry tomorrow. Do you
have something else, or do you want me to try and find you something?” Astoria handed him
his cup of tea.

Harry’s night had been hellish again and he had isolated himself in his rooms until teatime,
not wanting to even try for lunch. No one had knocked on his door or tried to insist that he
attend lunch, or even come to ask if he was coming to tea. Only Dobby had shown up, telling
him that Mistress Astoria wanted to be sure he was alright and that he remembered to eat.

Harry looked down at the T-shirt in question. It was green with another of Hermione’s
cartoon drawings. This time it was a snake with a speech bubble above his head. The snake
went one way across Harry’s chest, then back again and then up his back and down his chest.
The first bubble read: I slither here. The next: I slither there. And the last one: I slither
everywhere! Because it wasn’t Hermione that had to live in a house full of Slytherins. Harry
didn’t even know if she actually thought he would use it, or if it had been a gag gift to make
him smile. It did make him smile, so he used it.

“What? The Ministry? Tomorrow?” He frowned while preparing his tea and took a biscuit.

 “Yes, for the inauguration, for the lack of a better word. Tomorrow, the official work
between the two factions from the war begins. The start of a new era!” She smiled. “There
will be so much to do! Not that the work hasn’t started already, of course, but it will be even
more now. I look forward to it.”

That was right. Tomorrow Harry had been married for a week. A week, and he was still alive
and completely unhurt.

“And I’m supposed to be there … why?” He asked slowly, cautiously, after the first sip of
tea.

The conversation between Draco and Voldemort quieted.

“I mean, don’t you want to? It will be a momentous day! A day to remember, a day for the
history books!” It was hard not to smile at her enthusiasm, but Harry couldn’t smile when he
heard her words.

“Astoria, I don’t want to kill your joy, but I have been in the spot-light all my life for
something I didn’t do. Those history books; I have all the mentions I would ever want in
them, in fact, I’ve got too many already. My entire life has been in the public eye, if it hasn’t
been the public’s property outright. My name and my life have been lauded and dragged
through the mud on the public’s whims, revered and hated, praised and spat on. Amelia
Bones has already made it quite clear what it is to be this time around.”



“She was just …”

“Just upset, just prejudiced, just heartbroken from loss; take your pick. She was still willing
to condemn me without a single piece of evidence. Same shit, different day.”

The room was silent while Harry drank his tea and ate his biscuit.

“There will be some people and some press, which we, as in the coalition between the
Ministry and us, control for the time being,” Draco said into the silence. “But there won’t be
a lot of either, and you and our Lord will have an honour guard around you so that no one can
get too close to you. Astoria and I will be among them. There will be no Death Eater masks.”

Harry looked at him. He could read between the lines. They, or Voldemort, really wanted him
at the Ministry tomorrow. Now they tried to assure him that it would be alright. He might
survive, along with everyone else, but that didn’t mean it would be alright.

“Did Rita Skeeter survive the war?” Harry asked.

“We don’t know. But if she did and if she’s there, I will deal with it, with her,” Draco said.
“There won’t be an actual free press for some time. It’s in the cards, but not while the peace
is this fresh.”

Harry just nodded.

“Harry, you will be, you already are, one of the most important people in our society. I’m
sorry, but there it is,” Draco said earnestly. “It is practically essential that you show up to
occasions like this. There won’t be a lot of them, but there will be some.”

There was a white noise in Harry’s head, and he felt himself getting to his feet.

He was important for something he didn’t do. Die. He didn’t die when so many others did.
He didn’t die when his parents did.

He was important to people he didn’t know.

He was important because he was supposed to save the world from a Dark Lord, when he
was barely more than a child.

He was important, because in the end he had married that Dark Lord to get a treaty and
peace.

He shouldn’t, couldn’t, be important anymore.

He was done.

He was an obsolete figurehead now. No, even less than that; not a person, a puppet. A puppet
that would go where he was told and mouth the right words to the right people.

Consort of the Dark Lord. As if that was someone who could matter in any way! What a
fucking joke. How stupid did they think he was, really?



“See you at dinner.” Harry thought that it was his voice, and he didn’t think he was shouting.
The white noise was rushing loudly in his ears.

A while later he stood on his balcony, looking towards the lake. He needed the lack of walls,
the air, the pretence of freedom. Freedom from everything. Including expectations that were
no more tangible than smoke. No more meaningful than clouds.

A door opened and near silent steps padded across the balcony. Voldemort stopped beside
him. Just out of easy reach. Closer than in the past. That didn’t bother Harry as much as the
fact that he was there at all.

“I’m not truly surprised, though I’m surprised about the blatancy of it,” Harry said between
his teeth. “I thought Slytherins would be a bit more devious about it all. Or is this your way
of telling me what you think of my gryffindorish brain; that I wouldn’t even be able to see
through something so patently obvious.” His head hurt and he couldn’t tell if it was from fear
or rage.

“I am not entirely certain what you think is going on, Harry.” Voldemort’s voice was smooth
and silken, and Harry almost choked on it.

Damn that voice. Damn it to hell!

Rage it was, then.

“I did not expect to be anything else than your puppet but give me enough respect to either
hide it better or be completely open about it, for fucks sake! Because that in there, that was as
pathetic as I am!” It came dangerously close to a shout.

“I see,” was all Voldemort said, and remained silent.

Harry couldn’t stand the silence, couldn’t stand having a single wall close to him, even
behind him. He turned around and stormed through his rooms, through the hallways and out
into the garden. He didn’t stop before he reached the beach by the lake, there he stripped
down to his underpants and dove in. Cool water closed over him. He swam a few faltering
strokes before he found his rhythm and let the movement take him.

When dinner came around Harry was calmer and able to talk without shouting, as well as
being able to eat at a table full of Slytherins and old enemies. And his husband.

“I will come tomorrow,” Harry told Voldemort while he sat down at the table to Voldemort’s
right, as usual, but maybe a bit closer than on earlier occasions, “but if I kill anyone, that will
be on your head. And don’t say I didn’t warn you either.”

Voldemort smirked at him like he had said something funny. “Thank you, Harry. I can
manage that.”

“Can’t you just,” Harry muttered and saw both Draco and Astoria with their mouths open, in
addition to Severus Snape and Lucius and Narcissa Malfoy. The table had never been as full
as this, and Harry had been too focused on Voldemort to even notice. There were two empty



chairs between Harry and Snape. That was good enough for Harry, and he decided to
overlook the additions as much as he possibly could.

“My Lord, you cannot possibly let the Pot …!” Malfoy winced visibly and held his tongue.
Harry guessed that he had either been pinched by Narcissa or stepped upon by Astoria,
perhaps both, as both witches looked carefully blank faced.

“I cannot possibly … what, Lucius?” Voldemort asked.

Harry swore he could feel, actually feel, Voldemort’s voice against his skin. A light, cool and
silken touch, barely there, but still … there, nonetheless. It made him shiver and ache in ways
he didn’t want to contemplate. He recalled that he had responded to that tone of voice from
the very beginning, just a week ago, but it was a lot less subtle now. That ache promised pain,
if it grew too strong, too sharp, and that shiver … that shiver made him want, now. Want
something he couldn’t quite name. Just want. More. Now.

Harry swallowed hard, pushed the unwelcome feelings down, and focused on eating, while
letting the conversation float over and around him. So far, no punishment had been given
because he didn’t participate in the conversation or because he didn’t pay attention. It felt
safe enough to focus on the food, which was very good, yet again.

“Harry?”

Harry looked up at Astoria, suddenly aware that she had said his name twice now.

“Yes?”

“Did you need any help with finding a suitable robe for tomorrow?”

“No, thanks, I think I have something that will do. Maroon and gold, quite formal.”

She smiled and her eyes glittered. “I’m sure that will be great. I promise that we will not let
anyone run you over in any way; you won’t have to kill anyone.”

“That would be good, thanks, it kind of destroys my week when I have to do that, you
know?”

Astoria giggled and saluted him with her glass. “To new beginnings and a good week?”

Harry shook his head, but raised his glass. “Fine, then. To new beginnings and a good week.”

Harry wasn’t surprised at all that Draco raised his glass with them, he tended to follow where
Astoria led. Voldemort generally looked at Astoria and her antics with benevolence. Harry
assumed that she reminded Voldemort a bit of a milder, kinder, less insane and less fawning
Bellatrix Lestrange, and Voldemort went along with most of it. So, Harry wasn’t too
surprised when Voldemort raised his glass too. Of course, it shouldn’t surprise him then that
the rest of the table did the same. It wouldn’t do to not be part of a toast that the Dark Lord
joined in on.



After that the dinner was over and the three interlopers, as Harry thought of them, left before
anyone else, and Astoria coaxed the rest of them out into the garden and the last of the day’s
sun. Nagini showed up and insisted that Harry try and hold all of her, but after a longer
discussion she had to accept that he couldn’t do that, even if he wanted to help keep her
warm.

“Astoria, that feeling of calm and safety I noticed with Nagini at the wedding; it’s still there,”
Harry said while petting Nagini.

“I can see that,” she chuckled and nipped in her wine. “Then it’s doubtful it has anything to
do with what you have been eating or drinking. I did refresh my memory on Parselmouth’s,
but nothing in any of my books mentions anything like what you are describing. And that’s
just for Nagini? You haven’t felt anything like that with any other snake?”

“No, never. I mean, I’m not exactly afraid of snakes, or even cautious enough, when it comes
to that. With the only other Parselmouth in Britain right there,” Harry nodded at Voldemort,
“snakes tend to listen when I talk, and do as I say. I remember thinking that being able to talk
to snakes wasn’t the same as being able to control them, but the difference is so small, it
makes no matter.” Harry looked at Voldemort.

“Is that your experience too? That you can control snakes, this one excluded,” Harry booped
Nagini’s nose and she hissed and coiled around him and his chair, as if to hold him there,
“without any effort? See what I mean?” Nagini tightened her coil around him and, apparently
satisfied with her catch, laid her head on his shoulder. Harry rolled his eyes at her escapades.

Draco looked positively green at the sight and gulped his wine. Astoria looked more green
with envy. Harry promised himself to remember to lead Nagini towards Astoria more often,
perhaps when Draco wasn’t too close.

“Yes, I cannot remember ever having any trouble with controlling any kind of snake, a
basilisk included. It is a part of the gift.”

“I’m so jealous.” Astoria gave a heavy sigh.

Harry believed it best not think about that basilisk. Voldemort may have controlled it and
even valued it, but Harry had had to kill it at twelve years of age.

“And the feeling I described with Nagini? Have you ever come across anything similar, with
Nagini or any other snake?”

“No, I have not.” He hesitated. “Does the situation concern you?”

“I don’t like not knowing why or how or how long it will last, and if it only pertains to
Nagini, or any other snake, or any other creature. So yes, it does concern me.”

“I have my … suspicions, and I believe I am right. It will only ever affect you with Nagini,
no other creature of any kind, and it is most likely permanent. Does that help?”

Harry met the red eyes. “You know more.”



“I have more suspicions that I believe are correct, yes.”

“And you are not going to share.”

“No, I am not. Not yet.”

“When, then?”

“When it is necessary for you to know.”

“Necessary,” Harry said weakly.

“Yes.”

“That tells me that there is more, possibly much more, or worse, or both.”

Voldemort didn’t answer. Harry wasn’t surprised. He had said he would tell Harry more when
it was necessary, and not before. Nevertheless, he couldn’t stop the next question.

“Did you do something that made it happen, whatever it is?”

Voldemort hesitated again. “In a way yes, but not in the way I think you imply.”

It was all Harry could do, not to demand to know what that was supposed to mean, and if he
could stop it, stop fucking with Harry’s mind and feelings. He swallowed the words and
pushed down the feeling of anger and despair that managed to rise despite Nagini’s closeness.

“I’m going to bed, Nagini, I have a book to read. You may come if you wish.”

“Nagini will go with the young consort. It’s warmer inside.” Nagini loosened her coils and
slithered down to the flagstones.

 “Good night. I will see you tomorrow to lunch.” Harry got up and went inside without
looking at anybody.

“He said good night,” Voldemort translated.

“Thank you. I assumed as much.” Astoria’s voice was subdued, and Harry wondered if she
knew what Voldemort knew; what he refused to explain to Harry.

He pushed away that thought too. It wasn’t like he hadn’t anticipated some, or even a lot of,
hardship, but if he was honest with himself, he hadn’t seen it going quite like this.
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Tree of Life and Magic
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Someone rapped on his door about fifteen minutes before Harry was supposed to show up for
lunch. He was dressed in black slacks, a black shirt and a black tie with golden stripes.
Dobby had made sure to press all his clothes to perfection. Harry didn’t think he would be
allowed to skimp on his attire in any way, and instead of being sent back to do it over like a
disgruntled child, he made sure to do it properly the first time.

He was brushing his hair when the knock sounded, wishing that he had grown out his beard
again. He liked his face better with it. Maybe he should give it a try again in the autumn. He
wasn’t going to ask if it was alright beforehand, it was his face after all, but he would have to
be prepared for a negative reaction …

With brush in hand, he went to open the door, to find Astoria and Draco outside it.

“Soon finished, give me a moment,” he said while turning around again.

“Actually, we hoped to have a few words with you before lunch. Nothing major,” Astoria
hurried on, “just a bit about what to expect at the Ministry and such.”

Harry’s stomach dropped. Here it comes, the lines to speak, the do and do-nots.

It even made sense that Astoria was the one to lay down the rules. It was damn hard to be
angry, or even irritated, with Astoria. At least for long, and she was good at talking and
explaining and appear harmless. Harry knew she was far from harmless. The last week had
proven that it was she, and not Draco, that was Voldemort’s closest lieutenant, even closer
than the generation before them. She was brilliant, powerful and ambitious. She was perfect
in the role, and she was perfect as the liaison between Harry and Voldemort, to smooth the
waters, if one wanted them smooth. And apparently Voldemort did.

Harry gave up on his hair, took his robes down from the hook and put them on, buttoning
down the golden buttons while not looking up.

“Alright, I’m listening.”

“You will have three guards on you. Draco, myself and one more I will introduce you to
before we go to lunch. Understand, it should be entirely safe, and we should be no more than
a buffer between you and people. For crowd control. But if something happens; please trust
us to do our job, do not get between us and the crowd, no matter what happens. Use shields,
if necessary, but we are there as security, we are there to fight if required. Please do follow
our lead, let us do our jobs and stay low and out of the way.”

“I will certainly try,” Harry said, because he couldn’t promise. Not because he didn’t want to,
but because of his instinctive reflexes.



“Good. We will arrive by Floo, it should be entirely safe, but you and the Dark Lord will
arrive in between the guards. Then there will be a walk through the Ministry, and we will see
how the new Departments have been set up, both new as in never seen before and new as in
old Departments done in new ways. There will be time to talk to the department workers and
look around. The last half hour Lord Voldemort and Madam Bones will address the Heads of
the different departments together …”

Astoria continued in the same manner for a while and when she finished with:

“Any questions, Harry?”

She hadn’t mentioned what Harry specifically was supposed to say and do, even once. Just
that he was supposed to stay by Voldemort’s side during the visit and the speeches and the
toasts. A silent puppet then, he could deal with that, better than the alternative.

“No … well …” He studied Astoria for a moment.

She was resplendent in dark blue robes made of silk with silver buttons and details. Her inner
robe had tight sleeves and bust with a flowing skirt, while an open and more voluminous
cloak billowed around her when she moved. Her hair was bound in silver and all her
jewellery was silver and sapphires. It was actually understated, despite the jewellery, and
very elegant. But she also didn’t have a glamour and now that she was dressed up, it was
more noticeable than usual. Her face was thin and unhealthy pale, not for lack of food, but
sleep and rest and peace, and there were burns on her fingertips and a small scar by her lower
lip dragged at it slightly. There were numerous pale dots on her throat. Harry couldn’t guess
if it was from a fire or a curse.

“No glamour today? Not that you don’t look beautiful without it, because you do, but …”

Astoria hesitated and looked at Draco. A hint of an unfamiliar uncertainty in her face.

“If there is anyone who won’t judge you, it’s Harry,” Draco said with conviction and stroked
her arm soothingly. “Only if you wish, of course.”

“Yes, I didn’t mean to bring up anything painful,” Harry said, because it was obvious that he
had stumbled upon something potentially painful, and that had not been his intention. He
should have known better, of course.

But Astoria was looking at him again with a determined expression on her face.

“I could say that I don’t have any glamour today because everyone has been marked by the
war and I’m no different, and not afraid to show it, but … that would be a lie. I’m wearing a
glamour; I’m always wearing a glamour. Just less of it now than at the wedding.” She
swallowed hard. “I was hit with a curse, two years ago. Draco managed to save my life and
the Dark Lord managed to reverse the curse enough to give me the chance of a normal life.
But it was a nasty transfiguration curse, not a clean transfiguration, you see, but something a
lot Darker.” She bit her lip and closed her eyes.



Harry felt her remove her glamour, but couldn’t see what she had hidden, not at first. Then
she opened her eyes again and Harry looked into eyes even paler blue than before, with
pupils like those of a cat. Astoria wet her bottom lip and he could see the tip of a split tongue,
then she turned her head, and a pattern in black and gold was visible there, spilling across her
temple, down to her jaw and further down her throat and back into her hair. The same pattern
could be seen on her hands.

No, not the pupils like those of a cat.

A snake.

Harry smiled. “Did you get to keep the fangs?”

Astoria scrunched up her nose. “No, unfortunately, it would be hard to eat with them.”

“Is this why you are so fascinated with snakes?”

“I guess? I have always liked them, but it might have gotten a bit more … intense after the
curse.”

“If I may ask; except for the look, did anything change? Did Voldemort manage to turn you
back to a fully functioning human?”

“Mostly. I really …” she stopped and looked away and her face heated, “I really like fresh
meat. Like, really like it, really fresh. And I’m not happy in the cold, not quite sluggish, but
more … snappish, I suppose. On a positive note, the new snake blood in me dissolved
another curse that I, just about then, had started to feel the effects off. A blood malediction
that was placed upon one of my ancestors. It’s gone now, no trace of it; it probably didn’t like
the snake blood. So, while I now do prefer my meat fresh and bloody, it’s likely that I will
live a longer life then I earlier could have hoped for, probably a healthier one too.”

“That’s good. I hope your husband remembers to tell you that you are beautiful, both with the
glamour on, and without it.” Harry sent a glance towards Draco.

“Of course I remember, Potter!” Draco snapped. “Don’t be an idiot if you can help it!”

“You do have trouble with snakes,” Harry stated.

“Mostly because I have nightmares about the hours Astoria spent … The hours before the
Dark Lord could help her change back.” Draco swallowed hard.

“I don’t remember any of that,” Astoria whispered and gripped Draco’s hand.

“You are right, my apologies, Draco, I shouldn’t have said that. I’m truly sorry.”

Draco shuddered before looking at him again. “It’s alright. But don’t joke about it, please,
ever. Not to me, though Astoria sometimes wants to laugh about it.”

“It’s either laugh about it, or scream,” she gave a little shrug.



“I know the feeling. I’m up for laughing about it, if you want someone to laugh with.”

“Thanks. Are you ready to eat? I must say you clean up very nicely.”

“Thank you. I can’t really say the same, as you always look very nice, but maybe; you look
extra stunning today, Mrs. Malfoy?”

“That will do, Mr. Potter, that will do. Now, let me introduce you to your last guard.” She
opened the door out to the hallway and Harry saw the man standing there, waiting, and felt
his face harden.

“Harry, this is Germain Bandini. Mr. Bandini, this is Harry Potter, the Dark Lord’s consort.
You have met already, I believe?”

“Yes, we have met,” Harry bit out. “Please tell me you weren’t in on the scheme when we
met at the hospital, Mr. Bandini.”

Because if he had been, it had been a masterful stroke. Informing Harry about the slaughter
of children the same day Harry got the Ministries suggestion for a peace treaty through
marriage to Voldemort. Making sure that Harry was aware of the atrocities, and pretty much
placing him in a corner.

Bandini bowed towards Harry. “I was not part of any scheme, Mr. Potter, not that I’m aware
of. Oberon was very close to death that day and you undoubtedly helped save his life, and I
would never, not for anyone, risk my son’s life.” His voice trembled. Black eyes met Harry’s.
“If you cannot believe anything about me, do believe that. I would rather die a thousand
times than let my son suffer for as much as a second.”

“Alright, but how did you suddenly become a messenger when I most needed it?”

“Some luck, some work. I was there to hear your rant and take Miss Granger’s note, and I
knew that it was something worth passing on. After leaving the hospital with my family and
getting them home, I went through the Death Eater ranks until someone showed me to Mrs.
Astoria Malfoy. From then on, the messages were easily conveyed between you and the Dark
Lord. As I already was somewhat known to you, I kept the role as messenger.”

Harry nodded. He had good reasons to be suspicious, but the story Bandini told was a good
one.

“Good, then. I’m making us late.”

People had found their places at the table, but not started to eat, and even with the older
Malfoys, Snape, Bandini and a man Harry unfortunately was able to identify as Rabastan
Lestrange at the table, two spaces were between Harry and Bandini to his right. Astoria sat
across from Harry with Draco at her side. She didn’t put on her glamour again, before after
sitting down, and apparently Lestrange hadn’t seen her extraordinary features before, because
he kept sending her long glances, with hard, black eyes.



Nagini lay at Harry’s feet with her head in his lap and after the fourth time Harry saw
Lestrange’s disgusted look, he put a hand on Nagini’s head.

“Nagini, unless your Master opposes my suggestion, would you give Lestrange a really good
look at a beautiful snake? He keeps staring at Astoria like she is a specimen he wants to cut
open and study.”

“If it pleases you both, by all means do,” Voldemort said without looking up from his plate.
Harry swore he could hear a smirk. “All I ask is that no one dies. I do not want to wait for a
new guard to be found.”

“And maybe say hello to Astoria, too? She does so admire you.” Harry looked at Voldemort
who still didn’t look up, and didn’t protest.

“Lestrange does not like Nagini, not like Astoria does,” Nagini hissed.

“Alright, then maybe you just can let Astoria admire you and pet you for a bit? It’s one thing
to be admired for one’s beauty and fierceness, as you are, and another to be gawked at for
being different.”

Or possibly thought of as a creature that doesn’t have the right to live, Harry added silently.
So many pure-bloods had enormous prejudices towards anyone not purely and completely
human.

Things happened so fast, Harry sat blinking even after Nagini had curled partly up into
Astoria’s lap and had Astoria cooing over her and petting her. Lestrange lay on the floor on a
broken chair, the chair legs crushed by Nagini’s powerful coils. He was pale green, because
for a moment he had had Nagini up in his face, hissing, before she had gone to get her due
from Astoria.

“You do have a talent for manipulating my familiar, Harry,” Voldemort commented to his
plate. He was dressed in a well-tailored black and silver robe with a glamour that left him
looking completely human, just sans hair. Aristocratic nose, high cheekbones, full lips and an
even, if pale, complexion. Harry couldn’t help himself, he thought Voldemort looked good,
unfortunately.

Not that he ever, ever, would say that out loud.

“No one got truly hurt, and Lestrange might reconsider gawking at someone that looks
unusual. The war left a lot of people with many different scars. Gawking at them won’t help
them get back to their lives. Besides, you could easily have stopped it, if you so wished.”

“Indeed, I could have.”

They left for the Ministry not long after.

They arrived in the Atrium where the big, ugly fountain were no more, and they were
anything but alone. Harry couldn’t remember the last time he had been this surrounded by
witches and wizards, when he wasn’t in a fight. There seemed to be a lot more people than at



his wedding, or they were clustered tighter together and gave that impression at least. Bandini
was in front of Harry, Astoria to his right and Draco behind him. Voldemort was to his left
and Harry brushed up against him, but that was better than being closer to any of the staring,
glaring, shouting faces around them. And there were many.

And there were the cameras and the reporters, too. Wonderful.

Harry ground his teeth, tried to breathe deeply and decided to simply … endure. Endure the
cameras and the reporters, endure the ugly grimaces and words that were hissed when people
thought it was safe for them to say the words and the threats. Endure the closeness to the
people around him, Voldemort and the guards. Endure the noise and the frenetic activity as
they slowly moved away from the fireplaces. Harry hadn’t been informed that there would be
other guards in the crowd, but it soon became apparent that there were. Both Death Eaters
and Aurors removed the people that shouted threats. Apparently, the security hadn’t been
tight enough.

Next to him, Astoria cast a shield between Harry and a stream of orange light, and then she
threw an Incarcerous at the witch that had cast the nasty hex.

“Thanks, but what happened to that security you mentioned?” Harry asked. He wasn’t
surprised that people had managed to slip in, this was quite the occasion and the first time
people knew where both Harry and Voldemort were going to be, at once. There would be
attacks. The only question was how bad they would be.

“Believe me, when I figure out who let this happen, someone is going to bleed!” Astoria
huffed and lowered her wand a bit.

Harry snorted. “People are going to be people, always. If it was a completely closed event, be
sure that someone would have snuck down the chimney or something equally ridiculous.
There was a time a “fan” of mine joined the Order of the Pheonix to get close to me; he
decided to more or less jump me at a meeting.”

“You got to be kidding!”

“Nope, I was just glad that it was at a meeting, and you know … not in battle.”

Astoria almost gaped. “Are you alright, with this, I mean? This isn’t like I told you it would
be.”

“I’m not happy, but I’m alright. Then again, I did see this coming.” He gave her a smirk and
she smiled back. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Voldemort silently observe them.

They stopped at the place the fountain once had been. There was a tree there now, living, big
and green. In the branches Harry could glimpse small animals, pixies, cats, owls and objects
like wands, grimoires, potion bottles, cauldrons, pointed hats, a broom, rolls of parchment
and quills. The objects were hanging like strange fruit and the living creatures seemed to be
moving around of their own free will.



“I like this a lot better than the fountain. Magic is life, shifting and changing, not unmoving
stone.”

“I agree. I did not believe I would like it, too chaotic for my taste, but I do.” Voldemort’s
voice was low and again Harry realised how close Voldemort was, they were almost shoulder
to shoulder, and he wasn’t bothered by it. He didn’t find his proximity any more constricting
or threatening than that of Astoria or Draco.

“I’m glad to hear it, as I know my husband put a lot of thought into it.” The voice made
Harry turn slightly to his right and there, between Bandini and Astoria, he saw a face he
never thought he would see again.

“Susan, Susan Bones?” he whispered.

She smiled at him. No longer the teenage girl from Dumbledore’s Army but a grown woman
with quite a bit of life behind her. Her red hair cascaded down her back, and she looked
serious in black and red Auror robes, but her warm, brown eyes shone.

“Hello Harry, or should I say Mr. Potter?”

“Harry is fine, just fine. How … where … how?!” The last he knew of her; she had been
fighting with the Order of the Phoenix. Then he didn’t hear anymore, and he assumed that
she had been taken down, like so many others. He always felt that he should have found out
the truth, should have been sure, but he simply didn’t have the capacity to find out.

“My aunt decided she had lost enough family and had me kidnapped with my husband and
son. I have spent the last few years in Canada. I would have come back to fight, but Gavril,
my husband, gave me an ultimatum. Fight in the war that had killed everyone in my family,
or keep the family I had made for myself. I came back last week. Gavril and the children
won’t get here until we are sure that the peace truly sticks. My husband doesn’t know you,
Harry, or how stubborn you can be. But I do, so I came back and brought with me Gavril’s
work for the Atrium.” She made a gesture at the tree. “The Tree of Life and Magic. Not a
terribly original title, but apt. Let me show you.”

Susan went up to the tree, reached for a potion bottle that hung on a low branch and plucked
it. While she held it in her hand, Harry saw a new potion bottle grow out of the branch.

“Not everything can be plucked, but the smaller items can. The grimoire book becomes a
notebook when picked. One person can only pick things three times a week.”

Harry could feel himself smile, really smile, for the first time in so long.

“Sometimes I forget why I love magic, and then I get a truly magical reminder. I like the tree
even better now.”

Susan glowed under the praise. “It is a real, top grade potion bottle. This one is crystal, not
glass. Would you like it, Professor Snape?”



“It’s Mr. Snape now, and thank you, Mrs. Bones …?” Snape said quietly when Susan handed
him the bottle. There was a question when he said her name.

“Oh yes, I kept my name. There aren’t many Bones’s left, and Gavril has a big family. The
children are all Bones’ too.”

“It was so good to see you, Susan,” Harry said, reluctantly, “but we have this whole tour
planned, and I’m holding everyone up.”

“I’m joining the tour, if no one in your group objects. I will take the position of Head of
Magical Law Enforcement, at least I hope so, in a few days. I’m on probation until the new
leadership will be able to start making things official. I might be completely new as a leader
of a department, but I do have proof of my finished apprenticeship as an Auror for the
Ministry of Magic in Canada, and my barrister certificate, both for magical courts and for the
Muggle courts, just to be on the safe side.”

“You did decidedly not sit on your hands when in Canada,” Harry said dryly.

“I might be a Hufflepuff, but I’m also a Bones. The war had to end at some point, and then I
would be back to help. And now I am.”

“And we are very glad to have you, Mrs. Bones,” Astoria said when they stopped by the
elevators and waited for them to come up.

“Susan,” Harry took a step, so he stood directly in front of Voldemort when Susan looked at
him. “Are you really alright with this situation, and your position in it? I remember your
boggart …”

Susan took a deep breath, let it out and held his gaze. “The war needed to end, Harry,
everything else is secondary to that. I’m not … thrilled, but I will learn to live with it, just
like you and everyone else. Besides, I have three children now, I’m sure my worst fear has
changed. Not that I have faced a boggart to find out, mind you.”

Harry nodded at her and entered the elevator while Susan turned to take another.

The doors closed and Astoria looked carefully at Harry and said in a low voice, that the
whole elevator nonetheless could hear, because of the cramped space.

“Her boggart? Is this something I should know about?”

Harry hesitated. “You probably do already. I’m married to the man who pretty much
murdered Susan’s entire family and tried very hard to murder her aunt before it became open
war.”

Astoria winced. “And that is the witch we want as Head of Magical Law Enforcement?” She
scowled at Lucius Malfoy.

“It is,” Voldemort said calmly. “She told you why, herself. She wants to help build up our
society again, and she has knowledge and skills that will be needed. Besides, if we only want
to work with people that have not lost anyone to me or my forces during the war …”



“Then we have to exclude half the possible workforce, if not more. You are right, of course,
my Lord.” Astoria turned towards the elevator doors again. “Coalition and cooperation, or
failure; those are our choices.”

“And failure is not an option,” Voldemort said.

“No, my Lord, it is not.” Astoria straightened her shoulders.

Harry noticed Lestrange had a nasty grin on his face. It rubbed him the wrong way, but then,
pretty much everything Lestrange did rubbed him the wrong way.

“Find anything funny with the conversation?” he asked.

“The little Hufflepuff girl was so earnest, and then her worst fear is her new leader, that she
will bow to, willingly.” Lestrange came with a wheezing laughter.

“You think fear and loss is funny? What about this; you might remember the night when
some of Susan’s family died, maybe all of them for all I know, including the night she almost
lost her aunt. But I remember the look on your brother’s face while he died, in pain and fear.
It took hours. He pissed me off, the sick fuck.

“So, for the sake of the peace we want, or at least I do, and your Lord does too, let us pretend
that there is nothing funny with other people’s fear and loss and pain. Let us pretend to care
for the witch and wizard next to us, no matter who they are, and pretend hard enough and
long enough that we end up believing it, or are able to live like it is true, regardless. Or this
peace is going to hell in a handbasket.”

Lestrange’s face was drawn in a snarl, but both Snape and Lucius had a hand on his
shoulders, holding him still. Harry looked away and watched Voldemort out of the corner of
his eye. He no longer expected a Cruciatus every time he opened his mouth, but he half
expected it this time, or a less serious curse. His tone of voice alone was bad enough; what he
had said to one of Voldemort’s oldest and most staunch supporters just made it worse, and to
top it off; Harry had admitted to killing Rodolphus Lestrange.

The elevator was silent except for Lestrange’s harsh breathing.

“Hell in a handbasket?” Astoria asked into the silence.

“A Muggle expression,” Voldemort said surprisingly conversationally. “It usually implies that
something is doomed. And I do not wish this peace to be doomed.” His tone hardened and he
turned towards Lestrange. “Let me make myself utterly clear, Rabastan. You are to follow
Harry’s advice to the fullest extent of your abilities. I do not particularly care what goes on in
your own mind, but you will hereafter show no joy or delight in other people’s pain. Not
magical individuals, not Muggles, nor any kind of mix of the two, for any reason. Ever. Mrs.
Bones and Harry have the right of it; if we want to survive and hopefully flourish, we keep
the past in the past. Or at the very least, do not enjoy the memories of the pain and bloodshed
in public. Have I made myself understood?”



Lestrange fell to his knees and bowed his head. “Yes, my Lord. It will not happen again, my
Lord.”

“See that it does not.”

Finally, the doors pinged and opened, and the proper tour could begin.
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Pardons and Ministerial Mistakes
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The tour wasn’t too bad, but by the end with the speeches and toasts, Harry was tired off
people staring and whispering and pointing and glaring at him, but none of the people here
came closer or said a single threat. He couldn’t relax, but at least he wasn’t attacked, either
verbally or physically.

Five hours later they were back in the Atrium by the marvellous tree. Some people, mostly
reporters, were still around, but the throng of people were smaller now than before. Maybe
the guards believed that the crazies had all done their worst or gone home. Maybe they felt
that they had better control of the smaller crowd. No matter the reason, when the attack
occurred, no one was as prepared as they should have been.

“Traitor!” The yell sounded through the Atrium.

“Filth!”

“You were our only hope, you traitor!”

Here we go, then. Harry picked out the faces that the voices belonged to, but the dangerous
ones knew not to reveal themselves, and he only felt Astoria’s arms around him before they
both got flung into the tree trunk with a blast.

Harry blinked up at Astoria for a few moments, noticing the ringing in his ears and the blood
seeping down from Astoria’s temple. She had used her arms and hands to protect his head
while landing, and used her body as a shield against the curse. The blue flash from her cloak
when the curse hit and threw them into the tree, made Harry certain that she had shielding
wards on her cloak, at least, but obviously not any absorption wards, or she would have
remained standing.

Astoria looked dazedly at him and blinked slowly with pale, almost white eyes with vertical
pupils. Her glamour had been pulled off her.

“Hi there, how do you feel?” Harry made his voice low and mellow. The blood from her
temple didn’t have to mean a serious injury, but her confusion and sluggishness did.

“My arm … it really hurts,” she whispered and looked at her arm like she didn’t know what it
was. 

“It saved my stone hard head, so I can see how that would hurt. Do you have your wand? No,
no, lie still. Let me take it from you and then we will move you when I’m able to heal you as
we go.”



Harry did as he said he would, even though the first thing he did with her wand was to erect a
shield between them and the fighting that was going on in the Atrium. About a week ago, he
would already have been up, casting spells and curses, but right now he thought he had more
people on his side then he had had in years. It was safe enough to concentrate on a fallen
comrade; someone who might very well have saved his life, or at least spared him a lot of
pain. As if to reinforce his belief; the very moment he looked up, the elevators opened and a
wave of Auror’s in red and black swarmed the Atrium. Susan at their head. Then Harry
needed to pay attention to Astoria.

Her wand didn’t fight him, because Astoria had permitted the loan. First, he healed the cuts
on her head, side and arm, to stop her from suffering blood loss. After that Harry moved her
around and carefully healed what he safely could of her broken shoulder and the bones in her
arm. It would need a proper Healer soon, but what he did would lessen the pain and make
sure that she could move cautiously until she saw a Healer. The stretched tendons in both
arms he could heal completely, and he could both set and secure her fractured ribs, even
though a Healer should check those too.

When the ribs were taken care of as much as he could, the diagnosis charm didn’t ping with
any more injuries. Except the serious concussion, of course, and Harry didn’t have anything
at all for that.

“Do you want me to put your glamour back on? Astoria?” He had to put a hand under her
chin to make her look at him, and she kept blinking without being able to focus.

“Glamour? Yes.” She touched her face with a hand that had the gold and black snakeskin
pattern visible. “That would be best, I think.”

Harry looked at her for a moment, trying to make the glamour decent enough to suit her, and
said the charm, before giving her back her wand.

He missed his own wand, so much.

“It should hold for a while. What do you think, should we ask Snape and see if he has a
potion to help against concussions? And then Draco should get you to a Healer, I think.”

“Ahh, yes, yes, I believe that … that … Oh, the world is dancing … spinning.”

“Don’t look towards the people. Look at the tree or at me. The fight is almost over. I think
they finally managed to piss Voldemort off.”

“That’s not good. I’m supposed to make sure that doesn’t happen.”

“They had it coming, I think.”

“That’s not very nice. You are supposed to be nice,” she whined.

Harry snorted. “I recognized the curse you saved me from. I don’t feel very nice right now.”

“Well …”



She let him painstakingly help her to her feet and removed the shield when he told her too,
and then they went towards Voldemort, as he stood in the middle of the floor with Snape and
the rest of his guards. Draco had been near the tree with them and had been caught up in the
fighting there, while Bandini slowly got to his feet, bleeding from several cuts and with one
eye shut.

“Bones, I do believe I see the first post on your agenda as the new head of DLME,” Harry
told her when they got close enough to talk.

Voldemort stood a few metres behind Bones, unharmed and completely unfazed. It didn’t
seem like he had broken a sweat or been hit with any curse, or as much as a drop of blood
from any of his enemies. Harry assumed the half a dozen unconscious people hanging upside
down in the air, was Voldemort’s doing. Right now, Voldemort was staring at Harry with a
multitude of emotions spilling across his face. Harry was too wound up and distracted to even
contemplate what kind of emotions he saw there, but there were a lot of them.

“Potter, good, they didn’t get you. I don’t know, could it possibly be the small security
problem I just now noticed?” Susan shoved hair out of her face and scowled at the six people
in the air. Harry suspected there had been more of them. Susans’ previously warm eyes were
hard and dangerous now.

“Ding, ding; got it on one! Although, small might not be the right word, you know. I don’t
think any of these were the ones that cast the curse on me and Astoria, and I saw at least three
more in the mob.”

“Tsk, mob is such a harsh word, Potter. I didn’t see any pitchforks at all. Sadly. I have always
wanted to see that.”

“I didn’t either, but I did hear the shouts of traitor, filth and the like. Almost seems like they
had some kind of problem with me.”

“People always have a problem with you, Potter. I’m tolerably certain it’s the way you run
your mouth. It’s more than you are worth, really.” Susan looked up at the prisoners. “So
much for peace, I guess. I didn’t even get out of my probation, for Merlin’s sake!”

“Aww, don’t leave us just yet, Bones. I’m sure we can do better. Maybe we can get some
pitchforks next time.”

“Shove it, Potter.”

Harry snorted and turned towards Snape. “Mr. Snape, did you by any chance bring a potion
for concussions? Astoria has got a bad one. She needs a proper Healer too, but that
concussion is more worrisome than broken bones.”

“I did.” Snape took a box out of a pocket, made it larger with a tap of his wand, opened it and
gave a potion bottle to Astoria, who stood staring at it.

“You are supposed to drink it, you know,” Harry said.



Astoria looked at him, frowned and then opened the bottle and drank.

“And maybe a Calming Draught, too? Her adrenaline must run rampant after something like
that.” Harry looked at Snape again and got a new bottle that Astoria also drank.

“One for you, too.” Snape tried to give Harry another bottle of the Calming Draught.

Harry shook his head.

“Mr. Potter, I might not be a Healer, but no one talks like you do now if they are completely
steady.”

“Oh, I’m not steady at all. I’m in shock and high on adrenaline. It was the almost getting
gutted by a curse out of bloody nowhere and then slamming into a tree, thing, I believe.”

“That, I would say, is an excellent reason to calm down,” Snape said and tried to give Harry
the bottle again.

“Normally, I would agree, but I’m not sure what’s under that adrenaline right now. I have a
suspicion it’s rage, and if the adrenaline goes down and the shock wears off, then the rage is
left. I’m very easy to anger, apparently. I think I was mellow once.” Harry stood staring into
the air for a moment. “Anyways … rage, lots of it. Letting it to the surface would be very bad
indeed, as my husband would say.”

“I would say that, would I?” Voldemort said and Harry looked at him and was grateful for his
glamour. Voldemort now looked angry enough to have his original appearance under the
glamour he used, and Harry didn’t think that would be good, either.

“You do talk like that,” Harry pointed out.

“Are you aware that you have a branch almost through your lower leg?”

Harry looked down. There was a branch jutting out of his left leg, not a big one, but still.
“No, no, I did not know that. Thanks for pointing it out. Astoria, be a dear and lend me your
wand again, please?”

“Harry, what are you …” She held out her wand hesitantly.

“No, don’t …!” Susan almost screeched, but it was too late.

Harry ripped out the branch from his leg and healed the open wound and then the muscle and
tendons that also had been injured.

“You bloody idiot!” Susan shouted. “You are not supposed to do that!”

Harry handed the wand back to Astoria.

“I concur,” Voldemort said, silkily.

“You could have seriously harmed yourself!” Susan snapped.



“Where is your wand, Harry?” Astoria asked in a low voice.

“It’s not hard to get to St. Mungo’s from here, you know, Potter,” Draco said. “I’m taking
Astoria now, anyways, you could easily have joined us.”

Harry simply stood there and waited until everyone shut up.

“Are we done here for today?” He looked at Voldemort.

He noticed that some casual onlookers and reporters had been trickling back into the Atrium,
and he didn’t trust any of them to stay away and not make more trouble.

Voldemort looked from Harry to his six captives. “Yes, if Mrs. Bones would be so good as to
take these miscreants and lock them away, awaiting trial …” He flicked his wand and the six
unconscious people fell hard to the floor.

“Of course, sir.” Susan gave a small bow. “And I give you my word that my successor will
take control of a tidier Department with better regulations than I did. They should be able to
avoid a security disaster like this one today. I have no excuse.” 

“I believe you do,” Voldemort said, “as I believe half the security detail was directly from my
own forces, without any Auror training and not really yours to command. We will learn from
this incident and hopefully realise that better cooperation is necessary for future success, and
for the protection of our society.”

“Yes, sir. Thank you.” Susan nodded deeply to him, almost a bow again, gave Harry a smile
and ordered some of the Auror’s to take the prisoners to the cells. She started to turn away,
then stopped and removed two parchment scrolls from her robe pocket and held them out to
Harry. Voldemort tapped them with his wand, took them and gave them to Harry, who looked
at Susan.

“The first official pardons, for you and Miss Granger,” she gave a tired smile. “Aren’t you the
lucky ones? My aunt, I mean, Madame Bones, was just finished with them when the alarm
went off …”

“Thanks.” Harry nodded at her, and she turned towards the elevators. He opened the scroll
with his name on it and frowned down while listening to Draco insisting that he and Astoria
stay in the Atrium until the rest of the party had gotten back to the Manor, before leaving for
St. Mungo’s. Harry’s stomach sank when he read the court date Madame Bones had given
him for his trial. The charges were everything from theft and using Dark Arts in fights to
conspiring with the enemy and murder.

It wasn’t a pardon at all. Madam Bones had decided that it would be best for her and the
Wizarding World to drag Harry through a trial, and most likely lock him up. Probably
permanently.

Harry swore and ripped open Hermione’s supposed pardon too. She had been condemned for
everything Harry had been charged with, without trial, based solely on eyewitnesses and
hearsay. She had gotten a life sentence.



It was so, so hard to breathe. The air in his lungs burned. His head swam. The words in front
of him shook. He thought he possibly could be shouting, swearing, raging.

Strong, cool fingers caught his hand, and another hand took the papers away from him. He
gulped and felt power snap inside him, snap and snarl and pull and roar and … leave him in
waves. Waves and waves of power without a proper outlet, without purpose. Wild and
dangerous.

He looked around in a haze. Expecting to see Fiendfyre raging or to see black and golden
ripples of power wash against people and drown them in agony. Or darkness dancing against
the walls, ready to grab and stab and swamp people in fear and pain and exhaustion and
death.

“Harry.” A gentle voice, pure, soothing silk. A finger against his jaw, cool and controlled,
slowly turning his head to the side and slightly upwards until he met the red gaze waiting for
him. Anchoring him. It was calm. In control. Not afraid or in agony or enraged. The gaze and
the light touch were an anchor in the storm that howled inside him.

Calm. Safe. In control.

Safe.

Harry was safe. He would be kept safe. That was what that connection silently promised him.

The finger against his jaw vanished and he whimpered at the loss. Tears brimmed in his eyes.
He sobbed once and felt the cool hand tightened slightly around his, reminding him it was
there. With a gasp and a desperation he didn’t want to think about, he used his free hand to
grab Voldemort’s wrist. Feeling the cool, smooth skin beneath his hand, he sobbed again and
slightly relaxed. Still staring transfixed into the calm and anchoring gaze.

“Harry, you are not hurting anyone.” Voldemort’s voice was still pure silk and it made Harry
shiver, unable to hide it, unable to want to hide it. “I promised I would not let you do so.”

Harry swallowed, wanting to believe, needing to believe, and at the same time unable to look
away, to confirm what Voldemort said.

“But the magic, my magic, it … runs wild.” His voice was hoarse, wet with tears and fear and
fury. So much fury, burning, biting, raging fury.

“I am taking it from you, before it can manifest into anything. My core is able to hold a bit
more, but do calm down, Harry. I promised you a pardon, and I keep my promises. Calm
down, Harry, calm down now.” He was insistent, but not hurried, not desperate, not in pain.
Serene and in control.

The silky voice made Harry both sob and want to bask in it, at the same time. Slowly,
tentatively, Harry rested his forehead against Voldemort’s shoulder, his hand still being held
and his other hand holding Voldemort’s wrist. He tried to do as he had been told; to calm
down.



The smooth voice sounded right next to him when Voldemort spoke to people around them,
and at the same time he could hear the words vibrate in Voldemort’s chest. The hand holding
his, gripped securely, but carefully, not to constrain or punish, but to reassure. To anchor and
to keep safe. Harry had never been this close to Voldemort, and wanting to stay there, before.
He couldn’t remember ever having noticed his scent in the past. A strange mixture of wild,
green places and dark and chill desert nights. It wasn’t unpleasant, not at all.

Harry focused on Voldemort, on his voice and grip and scent, and he tried to calm down. He
needed to calm down and stop the rush of magic. Because it wasn’t possible that Voldemort
could take all the magic from Harry’s core, unless his own had been close to empty
beforehand. And Harry very much did not want to find out what would happen if he burned
Voldemort with his magic, before said magic got to spill out in the middle of the Ministry of
Magic, and Muggle London.

“That is better. Much better, Harry.”

Harry still couldn’t even try to hide the shivers he got from the silken voice. And he couldn’t
try to guess at what Voldemort made of his reactions.

“Mrs. Bones will have a word with Madam Bones and the pardons for you and Miss Granger
will be arranged before the day is out. Mrs. Bones was quite put out, she seemed to want to
believe there had been a mistake. I think so too, although, we probably think of two different
mistakes,” he added pensively.

Harry didn’t know what to say or do, but when that gentle finger touched his jaw and tipped
his head back to meet those red eyes again, something leaped in his chest.

Somewhere inside him, he knew that he should fight this. Somehow. Fight the touch. Fight
the safety. Fight the calm and the help and the delicious shivers. But that was buried deep,
deep inside him. He was simply grateful that he hadn’t hurt or killed anyone, and if
Voldemort managed that extraordinary feat in a manner that made Harry confused and dazed,
then that was still better than the alternative. The power Harry could have, would have,
unleashed would have been extremely destructive.

The backs of two fingers gently stroked his cheek and Harry could have cried with the
tenderness, the thoughtfulness, of it. In fact, his eyes hadn’t been dry for some time, but it
didn’t seem to bother Voldemort.

“I believe it would be best to go home now,” Voldemort said.

“Yes, please,” Harry whispered.
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Nightmares and Thunderstorms
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Cold water sprayed in his face and Harry sat straight up in bed, gasping, and for a moment
wondering if the roof had sprung a leak, because he could hear the storm raging outside and
the rain pounding at the windows. Then he saw the sparks flying around him in small, angry
whirlwinds and the waves of gold and black filling the room, splashing against the walls and
… continuing. Not crashing into his containment wards. Not being stopped by the wards he
always put up so as not to hurt people if this should happen because of a nightmare. Because
he had been so exhausted last night when he arrived from the Ministry that he had forgotten,
for the first time in years. Forgotten the containment wards, the security wards that would
wake him if anyone entered his rooms, and the silencing bubble so he wouldn’t disturb
people with his screams.

“No, no, no!” He jumped out of bed, froze instead of doing something stupid like running
after the waves of power, and closed his eyes. He reined in his power, sharply and painfully,
and then with two deep breaths, he pulled back the black and golden waves that were on their
way through the Manor. The stinging abruptness of it all made him stumble and fall back
onto the bed with a small cry. He put his face in his hands and then dragged his hands
through his hair.

“Fuck that!” he whispered and noticed the water on his face at the same moment a voice said
behind him:

“An appropriate response to the situation, I should think.”

Harry jumped up like a scalded cat and turned around, power crackling around him again.

Voldemort met his gaze calmly. Red eyes glowing in the darkness. He was still dressed in day
clothes, but a different robe than at the Ministry, because Harry couldn’t see any shimmer of
silver now, even though he couldn’t see any colour either.

“I believe the blood curdling screams and the waves of power might be enough for one
night?” Voldemort eyed the crackling power around Harry. “Not to mention the
thunderstorm? I only came to wake you because of said screams and storm.”

“Right.” Harry leaned on one of the bed posts, so very tired. “The storm? I did that?”

“It was a pleasant night outside about four minutes ago. Then I heard you scream and then
the Manor shook because of the violent claps of thunder.”

The room lit up when a huge lightning bolt split the sky outside and then a deafening boom
filled the air and the windows rattled. Harry could sense the power in the air. He hoped he
didn’t have to call it back into himself, because that would hurt. And he didn’t even know
how he had made his power manifest into a storm. It was a first. Unfortunately.



“Point in case,” Voldemort said, conversationally and totally unbothered. But then he was the
Dark Lord. A thunderstorm shouldn’t bother him.

“It should blow over now … now that I have stopped feeding it power, right?” Harry’s words
slurred slightly, and he tried to remember if he had been drinking or had imbibed anything
other than alcohol. He was exhausted. He went over to a chair by the foot of the bed and sat
down, face in his hands. “I thought weather charms were difficult, I shouldn’t be able to do
them in my sleep!”

“Fiendfyre is known as a complex curse, you should not be able to do one instinctively,
either, and yet … you did.” Voldemort’s voice was so very serene and rational, but only with
a hint of silk.

Abruptly Harry recalled what had happened in the Atrium at the Ministry of Magic. How he
had lost control and how Voldemort had helped him, stopped him from hurting or killing
people, and exactly how he had done that. The sensations he had offered Harry to get him to
calm down and get his magic under control. The feeling of safety and of being anchored in a
storm. The reassurance he had gotten from Voldemort’s touch, his touch! How Harry had
clung to Voldemort, afraid of being pushed away, afraid of being let loose. How he had hung
onto every silken word and shivered in delight. How he had silently cried in relief and
gratitude when Voldemort touched his face.

Harry looked up, stricken. Voldemort now sat in a chair by the cold fireplace, right across
from Harry, but a good distance away. He looked like himself, the middle version of himself,
a complete face but no hair. And he looked calm and collected, secure in himself, but not
someone Harry wanted to crawl to, to beg for a touch.

Harry frowned while trying to get his tired mind to sort through the memories and the
feelings. It was quite obvious that whatever had happened in the Atrium now had ceased. 
Harry was more than fine staying away from Voldemort now, he didn’t pine for him at all.
Thank fuck. But he could still be grateful - even with his stomach roiling because he recalled
how close he had been and had wanted to be, to Voldemort - that Voldemort had been able to
do the spell or the charm, or whatever it was, and help Harry calm down.

He had felt so safe in those moments! Safe, and trusting Voldemort with his own life as well
as the lives of everyone around them. Yes, that sense of safety and trust could end up being
addictive, especially for someone so starved for both of those emotions as Harry was, but he
didn’t suffer any withdrawal symptoms that he could recognize. Not right this minute, at
least.

Almost reluctantly Harry met Voldemort’s gaze. Strangely enough, Harry didn’t expect
Voldemort to sneer at Harry for being so out of control as to almost blow up the Ministry of
Magic. He didn’t expect to get a snide comment of any kind, nor a threat or a curse, either.
Harry could try to claim that the incident in the Atrium had changed everything regarding
how Harry viewed Voldemort, and what he felt about him. But that wasn’t true, even if it
would have made sense. It had been a week now, in close proximity to Voldemort, and while
Harry wasn’t able to let go of the fear, he had to admit that he hadn’t actually had a tangible
reason for that fear. Not even once, from Voldemort himself. There had been no threats, no
pain, no curses, no humiliation, no closed doors, no chains, no unreasonable demands. And



he hadn’t been instructed to give over his wand. This perspective wasn’t sudden. Voldemort
had decided to be on his best behaviour, and he had been able to stick with it. It probably
wasn’t so hard now that he was mentally stable. Something Harry very much was not.

Harry didn’t know how long his reprieve would last or why Voldemort had decided to give
him such a reprieve, but it made him able to look at Voldemort now and not flinch. Maybe
the situation would turn in a week or a month, maybe he would then get all the pain and
misery waiting for him, but for now … Right here, right now, that wasn’t in the cards.

“Did I say thank you for not letting me kill anybody?” Harry asked. His voice dragged, but
he thought he spoke clearly enough to be understood. Then he huffed, leaned back in the
chair and put an arm over his face. “And if I had a list of things I thought I’d never say or do;
thanking you for not letting me hurt anyone would be at the bloody top of that list. Hell, what
happened to the world? When did it stop making any kind of sense! No, don’t answer that,
please.”

“You did not thank me before, but you are welcome. It would not do to have you hurt or
frighten people if I could stop it. And I will refrain from commenting on your last few
sentences.”

“Much appreciated.”

They sat listening to the storm for a while. Harry wasn’t sure, but he thought the thunder was
a bit less deafening now.

“Harry?”

Harry let his arm fall away and straightened to look at Voldemort.

“You usually create shields and wards to keep the magic inside the room and your screams
silent, when you sleep?”

“Every night for years. You see what happens when I don’t.”

“You have nightmares that wake you up screaming and that lets your magic flow
uncontrolled, every night?”

“Mostly yes. There have been nights when I don’t wake up screaming, but they are few and
far between, especially lately.”

“The last month?”

“The last year. But it happened before that too.”

“The last year … The massacre at Godric’s Hollow?”

“Change of topic, please.”

Voldemort nodded once. “Do you not use the Dreamless Sleep potion or any other potion to
help you sleep?”



“You get easily addicted to those and I have enough troubles, I don’t need addiction on top of
all the rest.”

“Once or twice a week does not make you addicted, and humans need proper sleep and rest to
function.”

“You say humans as if you are not one of us?” Harry made it a question.

“I am more human than I was and less than I would like to be. I sleep little and have no need
for it.”

“I will pretend that it made perfect sense. Right, I could use Dreamless Sleep a few times a
week, if I had been able to get the ingredients. I’m not good at foraging.”

“I do have a Potion Master that could make it for you, he is never out of ingredients for
long.”

“He is Potion Master enough to make it seem that everything is alright, until a few months
down the line when I suddenly collapse from some mysterious illness or something like that.”

“You do not trust Severus Snape?”

“Not one bit, no. And I don’t have to live with him, so that’s a grudge I’m keeping hold of,
politely, but firmly.”

“A polite and firm grudge?”

“Yes. I won’t do or say anything deliberately antagonising towards him, and if he does the
same, we can pretend that all is well.”

“Pretend … That is what you said in the elevator. That you have decided to pretend that you
care about those around you and pretend hard enough and long enough to make it true. Or at
least make it possible to live like it is true. Because that is the only method we can use to get
peace, when so many have lost so much.”

“Yes.” Harry bit out the word, not wanting any questions that could follow a statement like
that.

“Is your mistrust for Severus the reason that you refused the Calming Draught he tried to give
you at the Atrium?”

“Part of the reason. The other part was what I said there; I didn’t know what would happen if
I calmed down right then.”

Voldemort looked at him. “I know Astoria uses the Dreamless Sleep sometimes. Ask her for
some. She gets them from Severus, but he would never dare try to do anything to her, or even
comment on her use. He fears her too much.”

That’s not comforting to know, Harry thought, and wondered exactly what about the
vivacious witch that scared the dour Potion Master. Sure, Astoria reminded Harry slightly of



a kinder, bubblier, saner, and less idolising and bloodthirsty Bellatrix Lestrange, which
probably meant she didn’t remind him at all of Bellatrix Lestrange. Astoria was simply
someone with a lot of ambition, a sharp intellect, a kind heart and a take-no-prisoners
attitude. She knew what she wanted, and she made it happen, come hell or high water. She
had made Lucius Malfoy give up his ancestral home, after all, and that should have been
impossible. She was not a witch to be trifled with. Harry respected her for it.

Harry nodded slowly. “Maybe I should ask her and see if she can spare me some.”

“She will give you what you need.”

“Because you will tell her to do so?”

“Yes. Do you trust her enough to trust that she will not do anything to the potion?”

Harry hesitated. “I think I will trust her enough for that.”

“Good. Then you will sleep at least two full nights every week.”

Harry didn’t know what to say to that, so he remained quiet. 

“The storm seems to have stilled,” Voldemort said and then met his gaze. “Harry, the magic
you transferred to me earlier today and then the storm and the waves of magic that you first
sent out and then brought back …” He stopped. “And the reading you do about magical cores
…”

“Are you trying to get me to tell you something that I otherwise wouldn’t tell you, because
right now I’m exhausted and disoriented?”

“I might have hoped that you would tell me how you are alive and functioning right now, yes,
even if you are exhausted, physically and magically. You should be unconscious, at the very
least.”

“Aww, shit, it’s the storm. I put too much magic into the storm! Right. My brain really is
sluggish now. I thought it was just normal exhaustion. But that makes sense. I probably put a
lot more magic into the storm than I would have with a proper spell.”   

“I would hazard, by the look of you, that you put enough magic into the storm to almost drain
your core, and then you sent out and brought back those waves of magic too. They might
have filled your core up a little again, but doing so would also have rendered you even more
exhausted. And this was a few hours after I gathered about half your magical core, to stop it
from manifesting in some unwanted fashion. You should not have had this much magic left,
Harry.”

“A story for another time, maybe,” Harry said simply, not really expecting a demand for an
answer at this time. It hadn’t been Voldemort’s modus operandi thus far.  

Voldemort stared at him. “Yes, you should sleep. I will put up the wards against your wild
magic …”



“Don’t worry, I will put them all up myself. I’m used to it; I know what works best.” He
started to get into bed and prepared to raise the wards and cast the charm to make the
silencing bubble.

He only heard Voldemort mutter something, saw him move out of the corner of his eye, with
wand in hand, and then Harry went face first down into the mattress.

When Harry woke up, soft light peeked around the heavy curtains and an old clock he had
put on the nightstand told him it was almost nine in the morning. He had slept through the
night without any more nightmares, and he felt more rested than he could remember feeling
for quite some time. Like his body actually could function fully without spikes of fear and
adrenaline to push it forwards.

Before taking his shower, he examined the wards and the charm that should be around his
room. There were only wards now. One for keeping his magic inside the room and one for
waking him if anyone entered his rooms. There was no silencing bubble. And when Harry
checked the beaded bag in the wardrobe, it still held his invisibility cloak and his wand, his
two most precious things, both the bag and its contents seemed completely untouched. He
looked at the box that held his wand for a few moments before putting it away. He had begun
to hope now, even knowing how dangerous and foolish it was; hope that no one ever would
demand he give up his wand. But he wasn’t ready to risk it just yet, by using it and reminding
people that he had it. He could do quite a bit of wandless magic, but mostly the things he
needed to do, or the things he really shouldn’t do, like the Fiendfyre Curse, and it was easier
and smoother to do magic with a wand. He remembered people asking after his wand, but so
far no one had pressed him about it, or hinted that he should surrender it.

He stood in the shower with the hot water pouring over him before something connected in
his brain. Voldemort had been in the room when Harry’s wild magic had billowed out of him
in those huge golden black waves. The waves of pure magic that as a rule felt like agony to
anyone that wasn’t loved by the one the magic belonged to. It was only Hermione that could
stand the touch of Harry’s wild magic. Voldemort certainly shouldn’t be unfazed by it.

But then, he was the Dark Lord. Even if Harry never had read or heard about a shield that
could protect against that kind of magic, Voldemort very well might have. Or maybe he had
the best poker face ever and had been in agony all along. Who knew? Harry sure didn’t. What
he did know was that the sneaky Dark Lord had a hell of a strong Sleeping Charm, that could
last that long. Harry thought that they weren’t supposed to last much more than an hour,
maybe two, but he knew that he had slept the night through because of Voldemort’s charm.
And he couldn’t even feel irritated about it. He was just appreciative for one night of real rest.
It felt wonderful.
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The Free Press
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The day was warm and soft. There was a trickle of a breeze through the trees and a slight
ripple on the lake surface. Harry sat on the beach again, the second day in a row after the
incident in the Ministry Atrium. The day before he had showed up to tea after spending most
of the day on the beach on a blanket, surrounded by books and writing implements. No one
had batted an eye or said a word. All Draco wanted to know was what kind of subject made
him engrossed. Harry had told him that he would share if he ever learned enough to actually
talk about it, and that had been the end of any and all questions.

Harry knew a lot about magical cores now, and their development and everything that could
both stunt and increase them, which wasn’t a lot frankly, but still he knew nothing about what
had happened to Hermione and him. Not so much as a hint that what had happened was even
possible, or how it conceivably could be done. Not even the extremely Dark texts Voldemort
had loaned him had gotten him any closer to an answer. Except; what had happened should
not have been possible. Of course Voldemort had tomes like that, of course he had tried to
figure out how to become more powerful. He was the Dark Lord, after all.

A small part of Harry now feared that as Voldemort had begun to piece the bits together, he
might demand that Harry tell him what had happened and how to replicate it. But that fear
was just a small part of Harry, because Voldemort already knew that Harry was a lot more
powerful now that he had been in his teenage years and that in itself should tell Voldemort
that something had happened with Harry’s magical core. Add Harry’s research to that, and
Voldemort already knew more than enough to demand answers from Harry, if he should wish
it. Yet, Voldemort was sane now, so maybe he had a plan that made him wait before pushing
for answers, with a patience that he hadn’t had when he was insane. Harry couldn’t know. He
just knew that right now he had the freedom to spend the days outside, to read, and run and
swim and enjoy the quiet, and right now Voldemort didn’t push him for answers, or anything
at all, really.

The cry of a bird of prey sounded above him and Harry looked up in time to dodge out of the
way of a flying … something. Slowly he straightened from his crouch several steps away
from his blanket and stared at what now sat where he had been moments before. It looked
like a folded newspaper, of all things. The bird screeched again, and Harry realised it hadn’t
divebombed him, just bombed him … with a newspaper.

“Dobby?”

“Yes, Master Harry! Dobby hears you!” The little elf smiled widely and then shook his finger
at Harry. “Master Harry cannot have any more coffees now. Master Harry needs water and
food.”

“Yes, I would like that, Dobby, but … could you check that newspaper for me, it was
delivered rather unconventionally, and I don’t want a nasty surprise. No, don’t touch it!” He



almost yanked the paper out from Dobby’s hands but froze and met those big eyes.

“Dobby already check paper, Master Harry. It is safe. But bad! Very bad!” The little elf
hissed at the paper and turned it around so Harry could see the front page. He noticed that it
wasn’t The Prophet, but a kind of newspaper he had never seen before, and then he noticed
the big red letters across the front page.

Traitor!

The word was scrawled right over a picture of Voldemort and him. Harry’s stomach sank
when he realised it was from the Atrium incident. He swallowed hard and looked at what he
could see of the picture.

“Dobby, could you … could you remove the word traitor, please. I … I would like to see the
picture properly.”

Dobby did and Harry’s knees slowly gave out. It wasn’t that he hadn’t guessed that some of
the photographers might have been able to take some pictures of the incident. No, he had
assumed as much; it was how he looked in that picture.

It was off the first time Voldemort had turned Harry’s head and made Harry look at him.
Voldemort had a finger under his jaw and a hand around Harry’s. Harry’s eyes were huge and
glued to Voldemort’s face, his face slack and his body slightly leaning towards Voldemort.
There was something in his face, a desperation, a fascination, a yearning, so strong, so
obvious that Harry didn’t wonder that someone thought he was a traitor. He looked
completely spellbound while the two of them went through that same motion again and
again.

And Voldemort? Harry couldn’t truly remember how Voldemort had looked during the
incident. He could remember the silken voice, the serene red eyes holding his gaze, the scent
of him and the feel of his hand around his and his fingers touching his face. But how
Voldemort had actually looked … No, Harry couldn’t remember that.

The picture showed him that Voldemort had looked like Harry had felt him; a calm in the
storm, a safe haven, someone that held his trust and wouldn’t fail him. Someone that could
and would keep him safe, and keep others safe from him.

Safe, when was the last time Harry had felt safe? Had he ever felt that way? He couldn’t
remember. Not at the Dursley, surely, and Hogwarts, while brilliant, had been one death trap
after another. And after Hogwarts … years and years of war. No safety there. And yet … he
had felt safe, so safe, for a few moments, staring into the eyes of his worst enemy. The man
behind all his lifelong hardship, starting with the murder of his parents, the man behind all
the years of war and loss and pain, the man behind so many deaths … He had made Harry
feel safe. No matter how, no matter how transient; Voldemort should never have been able to
make Harry feel safe. Never.

Yet he had.



Harry still hadn’t experienced any lingering effects of the spell Voldemort had used to
spellbind him, literally, it looked like. He might be a little more relaxed around him than
before, but there was no yearning or anything like that. But seeing that picture and seeing
himself like that and Voldemort … not scowling, not calculating nor sneering, but actually
looking like Harry had felt him … That scared Harry. Because looking back Harry realised
that he had been so far gone, Voldemort could have made the foulest of faces, and Harry
probably wouldn’t have noticed. But Voldemort hadn’t.

Voldemort looked calm, in control, completely sure of himself and his power over the
situation. There was no harshness or disgust in his face when he looked at Harry. None at all.

Harry continued to look at the picture for a long time. He forced himself to do it until he felt
more or less at peace with it, both that the situation had happened and that a picture had been
taken. The moment in the picture was one where he was extremely vulnerable in so many
ways, probably more vulnerable than he had been or felt in years. Knowing that people had
seen it and judged him because of it … that made him feel uncomfortable. But really, he had
known it would happen, known that a picture he would loathe would be taken and spread. He
wasn’t stupid enough to believe that anything, even the Dark Lord, really could keep the
gossipmongers of the Wizarding World under control for long.

When he felt somewhat better about the picture and the knowledge that everyone now had
seen it, or soon would, he began to read the newspaper, hoping for pure gossip and little to no
news about the war and its victims. Dobby brought him food and a pitcher of water, and he
sat there, reading. He found out that the newspaper, Magical News and Titbits, was
completely new, this was the first issue, and that it would come out once a week, and that it
would bring the public the news about the people now in control of their society. It went on to
tell a synopsis of how Harry had ended up marrying Voldemort and of their marriage
ceremony and reception, for anyone that didn’t already know. It wasn’t half bad. Some points
were a little skewed, and Harry would really have liked it if no one was interested in writing
anything about him ever again, but he knew that day was a long way away, if it ever
happened. So, it wasn’t bad, really.

Not even the article about his trip to the Ministry and everything that had happened there was
bad, uncomfortable for him to read and know that many other people also would read it, but
still not bad. There was a picture of him and Voldemort, shoulder by shoulder, next to The
Tree of Life and Magic in the Atrium, and one where Susan Bones showed them how it
worked, and comments that both of them really liked Mr. Bones’ work of art and praised the
artist to his wife. That little piece and the pictures were actually a bit nice. A quiet and kind
piece.

He almost liked Magical News and Titbits, until he came upon one of the last articles, or
pieces of gossip, as he thought of them all. Except, this wasn’t the same level of gossip. It
was about the exchange first Harry and then Voldemort had had with Rabastan Lestrange in
the elevator that day at the Ministry, starting outside the elevator with the short conversation
Harry had had with Susan Bones. The only thing that wasn’t there was the name of
Rodolphus Lestrange as the man Harry had admitted to killing. The words comrade in arms
was used instead. 



“The fucking bitch is alive!” Harry stared at the article. The elevator had been a closed space
and no one there would have gone to the press unless Voldemort told them to do so, and
Harry was quite certain he wouldn’t, not for something like this. What was truly interesting
though, was the journalist’s conclusion, so very unlike her.

It calms this weary witch’s heart to know that the leaders of the two factions in the war, and
the two most powerful people in Wizarding Britain, have come to an agreement of peace. So
many of us have lost so much. Many have lost everything, including their lives. And now our
leaders have concluded as to how we will move on from here, painful as it is, by letting the
past remain in the past and move forward. No matter what side in the war you belonged to.
We have so much to do, so much to heal from, and old painful wounds are not going to make
healing easy. But we have to try, for ourselves and the life we still can have and for the next
generation, to be able to give a world at peace to our children. Peace in our future, trumps
our pain today. We have to bury our grief and our rage, our hatred, and move forwards, for
our children.

Me, myself and my daughter hope for a better future for us all.

Harry had been prepared to be rightfully furious that the beetle woman had been able to once
again breach all borders of privacy and secrecy, but her last paragraph, especially her last
sentence, stopped the fury. Rita Skeeter wanted peace? She wanted cordiality and a future for
her daughter? War changed everything and everyone, one way or another. And motherhood
on top of that … Was it really that unreasonable that even Skeeter had changed her ways?
She simply had to get the gossip out there, naturally, but none of it was malicious or truly
speculative and she said straight out that she approved of the message she had gathered in
that elevator.

Move on, before we doom ourselves completely.

Harry read the entire article again, and then he reread some of the other pieces. None of them
had the same message as plainly as the last piece, but none of them tried to rip down the
tentative peace either. A lot of them focused on the people that now would make plans and
implement said plans to build up the Wizarding society. 

Dobby popped in.

“Master Harry wanted knowing when teatime happened. Teatime is now, Master Harry!” he
squeaked, and tidied up everything Harry had used that day the moment Harry got to his feet.

“Dobby, I’m fully capable of gathering my own things.”

Dobby smiled at him, bowed and popped away again. Harry sighed, but he had started to get
used to it. Dobby truly liked to help and wanted things to do for Harry, things that made
Harry happy and his life easier. If Harry didn’t ask for help, then Dobby would find things to
do that he thought would help. Draco had told Harry that it was literally how house elves
functioned. They needed a magical home to work in to thrive. Dobby had not been a happy
elf when Astoria had found him, something that hadn’t been mentioned before. And while
Dobby could have approached a magical home and asked for a place, he refused to give up



his freedom. But he had still been willing to return to Malfoy Manor, the place where he had
endured so much cruelty, if he could work for Harry and be a free elf.

Harry was very grateful for Dobby’s presence at the Manor, and he tried to be good and ask
Dobby for help, to please the little elf.

While walking back towards the big house, Harry thought about the new newspaper and Rita
Skeeter and her endless curiosity and burning passion for both actual news and gossip, and
her unwavering belief in her version of the free press. Draco had told him there would be no
free press for a while, but journalists were not known for their reticence, everything but that.
They wanted people to know what was going on, they deemed it vitally important. And Rita
Skeeter was on the top of the list of curious and persistent journalists, and now it seemed that
she had found a new paper to write for, or was that a new paper to write, end of sentence?

Harry sat down to the right of Voldemort’s chair in the room that was now the tearoom, in his
mind. He handed the newspaper over to Voldemort and looked at Draco.

“Either your wards have holes, or they don’t keep out non-malicious inanimate objects. I was
bombed with a newspaper. One I very much doubt is completely … legal, at least at the
moment. Despite that and some of the titbits in it, it wasn’t half bad. But apparently, I’m a
traitor today, again. Who should have thunk? Thank you, Astoria.” He received his cup after
Voldemort and doctored it before taking a sip.

Draco blinked at him. “You got bombed with a newspaper?”

“It didn’t actually hit me, I moved in time. A bird of prey delivered it. The worst part was the
word traitor in red over the picture on the front page. Quite affable, all things considered.”

“That’s … affable …?” Draco stared.

“You forget, your relationship to the press and its readers comes from a place of power, with
manipulations and bribes; you could often control it. I never could. And they have loved
chewing me up and spitting me out my entire life, for one thing or another. My view on it is
therefore somewhat different from yours. Someone dropping a paper on my head with the
word traitor scrawled over my face … It’s not something I have to care overmuch about. The
Howlers are a bitch, though; they leave my ears ringing.” Harry sipped his tea and took a
chocolate biscuit.

Draco shook his head and put his cup down. “The wards aren’t set to keep out non-malicious
inanimate objects, no, but the bird, if properly trained, should have delivered it to the right
place. We have a spell to shunt all the mail to one room.”

Harry froze. “You still get my mail, don’t you? That load of mail I got daily in the past
month?”

“Yes …” Draco looked at him with a raised brow and a twitch of the lips as if saying: of
course, what did you think?



“Oh, no one has told you where the mail room is,” Astoria said. “Get Dobby to show you. It’s
on the top floor in the main wing of the Manor. Don’t worry about Howlers and other
physical threats, the elves take those out. If you want, we can get them to open the letters too,
and get rid of any that isn’t … convivial. Or at least store them out of the way, I wouldn’t
burn them or anything, in case someone actually tries anything that they threaten with it first.
Not that I expect them to sign their threats …” She frowned. 

The paper rustled and Voldemort put it down on the table, frontpage picture up.

“This does not bother you?” He made a gesture at the picture.

“It bothers me that it happened, it bothers me that someone took the picture and spread it this
way, but … ultimately, no. I have had worse, a lot worse.”

“That doesn’t mean that this is right! May I, my Lord?” Astoria looked at the paper and
Voldemort gave it to her.

“I concur.” Red eyes held Harry’s gaze steadily, vividly reminding him of the Atrium
incident, as if he needed the reminder. “The reporters could not help seeing what happened,
as they were there, but they could, they should, have halted before taking pictures.”

“They are reporters, reporting is what they do. Did you read the last titbit on the last page?”

The paper rustled hastily, and Draco sighed while Astoria read.

“I honestly thought that we had control over all the media at the moment,” he said. “What
paper is it, I don’t recognise it?”

“It’s new, probably the reason why you don’t control it; you didn’t know it existed. Typical
reporters. Tricky of them, I know. It’s like they dislike being muzzled or something. By the
way, I’m certain Rita Skeeter survived and that she wrote some of the articles in that paper.
The last one I know is her.”

“How?!” Astoria growled and gave the paper back to Voldemort. “How did she know about
that? No one in that elevator is stupid enough to reveal something like that! Not even
Rabastan!”

Harry smiled, emptied his cup and held it out. Astoria waved her wand and the teapot filled
Harry’s cup again. Draco looked inquisitively at his wife.

“She reported on the conversation that happened in the elevator,” Astoria told Draco.

“How …?” Draco said, and then scowled at Harry. “You are smiling!” he accused.

“As if I would ever make contact with Skeeter! No, I just happen to know how.”

“Then do inform us, please, Harry.” Voldemort gave the paper to Astoria who gave it to
Draco. His voice was calm, with a hint of silk, and no threat whatsoever. Harry looked at
Voldemort. No, no threat in those red eyes or the rest of that handsome face either. If



anything, there was a touch of curiosity there, and when he raised a perfect eyebrow Harry
gave in.

He had said please, after all.

“I’m half tempted to get a guessing game going, but fine, because you said please. Skeeter is
an unregistered Animagus. She’s a beetle.”

“A beetle!” Astoria whisper-hissed.

“Yes, that’s why she always knows things she shouldn’t know anything about. Chances are,
she sat on the wall of that elevator. Have you read the last article in its entirety?”

Astoria nodded. Harry looked at Voldemort who also nodded. Harry opened his mouth to
speak, and then closed it again.

No one had asked for his opinion or his advice. He took a sip of tea and finished his biscuit,
not sure if he should try to say anything about his thoughts on the matter. Of the four people
at this table, he was the least experienced when it came to governing, control and politics. He
sucked at it and while he was better now than as a kid, he still sucked at it. 

“You had an idea, Harry?” Voldemort asked, with a lot of silk in his voice.

Harry leaned back on the sofa and made his face blank to hide the shiver that ran through
him. Neither Astoria nor Draco reacted in any way to that voice. Why did only he react? Was
it the recipient and not the source that made the difference? Was he particularly weak to that
voice, to Voldemort?

He didn’t like that thought, because he already had memories of how he had reacted to that
voice when he was upset, unstable. He really didn’t want Voldemort to know how he
responded to it, even when he was calm.

“The way I see it you can find the source of the paper and put a muzzle on that too, as you
have done with others, like The Prophet … And maybe that is what you should do while the
peace is this fresh and tempers are this high.

“From my point of view, Skeeter is pretty much made up of flaws. Her main drive is an
intense belief in the freedom of the press and the right for people to know what is going on in
their society. That is apparently not an actual flaw, or so Hermione argues. Which is saying
something, as it was she that figured out that Skeeter is an Animagus, back in our fourth year.
She captured Skeeter in a jar and threatened her to not write for a year, or Hermione would
set the authorities on her for being an unregistered Animagus.

“Working on from that, you would have to do something drastic to keep Skeeter in check.
Why not encourage her to keep to some rules, but not as strident as others, and let her write?
Magical News and Titbits are strictly speaking, not bad. There is little speculation going on
and only a few mistakes, and her last comment speaks of a wish for this peace to last. She,
apparently, has become a parent, and wants her child to grow up in peace. That is a very good



reason to temper her words and think about what she is spreading, and the consequences of
those stories. That’s what I think, at least.”

Astoria was nodding slowly to his words, but no one said anything until Harry looked at
Draco, who now was finished with the paper.

“Susan Bones, was she part of your tally when you told me only fifteen from our year had
survived?”

“No, she wasn’t,” Draco said, almost a bit shocked himself. “I had heard she had gotten back,
but I had been thinking fifteen for such a long time, I forgot to revise my number. Sixteen
then.”

“I guess we can’t hope for any more of that kind of revelations …”

“We can always hope, but I wouldn’t put too much into that hope, Harry. The number of dead
is … truly horrendous.”

Harry swallowed and nodded. He knew he should ask for the number of survivors in the
magical society in total, but he had a feeling that would make him feel even worse.

“I wondered; do you still like to fly?” Draco looked hopefully at him.

“It’s a very long time since I last flew for fun, but yeah, I like to fly.”

“We have some functioning brooms here, and an overgrown Quidditch pitch, but anyway …
room to fly. Would you like to fly with me, maybe try a game of Catch-the-Snitch?
Tomorrow after lunch, perhaps?”

Harry didn’t hesitate. “Yes, I would like that.”

Being on a broom again, zipping about, not bound to the earth, free. The thought made him
smile a bit.

Draco gave him a grin.

In the meanwhile, Voldemort and Astoria had had a whole conversation with their eyes alone
and now Voldemort gave a nod.

“We will try this your way, Harry, and see if Miss Skeeter is willing to follow some rules, in
return for not having to fear a complete muzzling. I did not appreciate the frontpage picture
nor the fact that she snuck into an elevator and listened in on a private conversation, no
matter the fact that her final comment in that article tried to encourage peace. That kind of
encroachment will not do.”

“If we want to be fair, we don’t actually know that she is behind that frontpage picture,”
Harry replied.

“Do we want to be fair in this case?” Voldemort wondered aloud, his gaze on Harry.



“I’m afraid we might have to.”

Voldemort nodded. “The Prophet did mention the same incident, but only shortly and without
pictures, but I am certain you already know that.”

“No, I didn’t know that,” Harry stated slowly.  

I didn’t know I was allowed news, and he makes it sound like a matter of course. Why is that?

“You don’t subscribe to The Prophet?” Astoria asked. “But then, why should you, there are
three subscriptions to the Manor already. I read mine first thing in the morning, would you
like me to send it to you when I’m done?” She leaned back and called in an elf to clean the
table.

And then Astoria acts the same. Hmm …

“No, thank you. Me and the news don’t really mix well.”

Both Astoria and Draco looked astonished at him. Voldemort just gazed at him, waiting.

“Hermione usually read the paper and gave me the news she thought I would like to know,
and could handle, without … without ripping the paper to shreds.” He didn’t know why he
told them, but the words slipped out.

The instances where he ripped the papers to shreds had happened often for a long while,
because Harry thought there were things he really should know and that he couldn’t not know
about them. Until the day when Hermione told him that he really, really didn’t need to know
when it took what little peace he could get, from him. Then their deal had begun, she read the
paper and recounted the important parts to him, or showed him the specific articles she
thought he should, and could, read. When she lost her voice, she started blacking out the
articles he shouldn’t read. It had worked.

Astoria’s beautiful face fell. “Do you want me to do the same? I can, if you want to read
some news. Just tell me where your boundaries are.”

“No, you don’t need to do that. But thank you, I appreciate the offer.”

She nodded to him, and he nodded back.

“My Lord, I have had the responsibility for the press, and the rest of the media, thus far, do
you want me to get in touch with Rita Skeeter and her newspaper?” Draco asked as
Voldemort got up.

Astoria and Draco got up too. They didn’t jump up like Harry had seen some Death Eaters do
while dining with them, but they were still fast. Harry remained seated while Voldemort
stood. A small defiance. He would change when they gave him reason to. He leaned over the
table and grabbed the paper from beside Draco’s place.

“Come to my main study tomorrow after breakfast, and we will talk,” Voldemort said.



“Yes, my Lord.” Draco bowed.  

“How many offices do you have?” Harry asked, looking up at Voldemort.

“At Malfoy Manor, two. My private study is in my suite, and the main one is on the ground
floor. I use the main one for work. I do not want people traipsing through my personal
space.”

“I’m glad. If you hadn’t, then I probably would have met a lot more people a lot more often.”

“Yes, that was a consideration too. I will see you for dinner, Harry?”

“Yes, of course.”

When the room was empty and the table cleaned, Harry got up on shaky legs and went to his
suite. He didn’t know why he had said that about him being glad that he didn’t have to run
into people. But while sitting there and listening to Voldemort’s answer ring of truth, he had a
horrible, horrible feeling that Voldemort truly had considered Harry’s feelings when he
decided against giving a lot of Death Eaters the right to walk outside his door.

Harry went into the bathroom, put the paper down, the frontpage with the picture up, and
looked between himself in the picture and himself in the mirror. It was hard to see the
similarity in the eyes and the look and how he acted, but he knew it was him, of course it was
him, but …

He closed his eyes and rested his forehead on the cool mirror, feeling one tear slip free.

“This is too soon, isn’t it?” he whispered to Hermione. “If this is all me, this is too soon. You
said it would happen, you said it probably would happen no matter what I did, but fighting it
would only make it harder for me. But this is too soon. Too soon to sit closer to him than I
ever have before, without even noticing before he got up. Too soon to tell him of course he
would see me at dinner, too soon …” he looked at the paper and his own spellbound face,
“for that. This is too soon.

“Something has been done to me, before the Atrium incident. Maybe during the wedding
ceremony. And I can’t fight it, because fighting it will only make it harder in the long run.
But Hermi, what is going to happen to me? Is he taking my will? A kind of Imperius that I
can’t shake off?

“I knew I consented to this, but I hadn’t considered that he would make a true puppet out of
me, by stealing my will, little by little. Hermi, I’m scared. Dying is one thing. Torture is
another. But this … will I even notice when it happens, when it’s over? Will I see my body
moving, see myself living, without any power to do anything by myself, or will I be driven
out or locked in … or just be gone?”

Hermione wasn’t able to answer him, but he knew that when she saw that picture, she would
know like he did, that something wasn’t right, that something had gone terribly, terribly
wrong. And that he most likely wouldn’t be able to make use of the plan they had made for



his survival among what was supposed to be former enemies, but still enemies. Lifelong
enemies, that he now had to live with for the rest of his life.

Slowly Harry’s knees buckled beneath him, and he sat down on the warm bathroom floor and
cried. Because dying was one thing, torture was another, but losing oneself and watching it
happen, that was a whole lot worse. And there was nothing he could do. No way he could
fight it. He didn’t even know exactly what was happening. Hell, nothing would change even
if he told Voldemort that he knew something was happening, except, maybe the security
around him would be intensified and his relatively unrestricted days would be over before
they had to be. 

He was scared.

He was so, so scared.

Tears ran down his face, sweat trickled down his back and made his hands clammy and it felt
like his heart would beat itself out of his chest. His stomach cramped, threatening to expel his
tea. In weeks, maybe days, he would be gone. And the whole while he would notice the little
changes in himself, unable to stop it. Sitting closer to Voldemort without a second thought
and answering him so amiably; those things were surely only the beginning.

He was so very, very scared.

And his head hurt from the crying and Dobby showed up to tell him that it would be dinner
soon.

And he was so scared, and he begged Dobby not to tell anyone about his tears. Because if he
was going to lose himself, he wanted his few days of freedom first. Maybe he would dare
send Hermione one message, one last message of goodbye and tell her not to ever trust him
again.

And he was scared, so, so scared.

He couldn’t remember being this scared in a long time. He was trembling while washing his
face and trying to get presentable for dinner. He wished he could skip dinner, but now more
than ever he had a reason to show up, to not hurry along what was coming.

They were only four at the table that night, much to Harry’s relief. No one commented on
Harry’s red rimmed eyes or his trembling hands, or the fact that he hardly ate and hurriedly
excused himself because he feared the food would come right back up, in spite of every
intention to act as normal as he possibly could.

He was scared. So very, very scared.

And so extremely alone.

Chapter End Notes
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On the Verge of Collapse

Chapter Notes

See the end of the chapter for notes

It had gone two weeks since the visit to the Ministry of Magic, and three weeks from the day
Harry had gotten married to Voldemort. Harry hadn’t been in a worse condition in a long
time, mentally or physically. He didn’t sleep at all without the Dreamless Sleep potion and
while he had been more than just skinny before, he now kept about a third of the food he got
down every day, and that amount became less and less for every day that passed. His stomach
was rebelling because of the dread and the nerves he was living with.

The dread of what was coming. Of losing himself completely, bit by bit, and not even
realising it when it happened.

Tears streaked his cheeks while he pulled the T-shirt above his head with shaking hands.
They wouldn’t stop shaking now. He didn’t know if it was the fear or the fact that his body
was working on fumes and nothing else. The man in the mirror meeting his gaze with
haunted green eyes didn’t look scrawny or starved; he looked dying. It had been frightfully
easy to lose the weight he had put on in the last few weeks.

He swallowed and went to dinner on trembling legs. Dobby trailing him while he twisted his
small hands and watched Harry’s every move, in case he should lose his balance. Again.
Harry knew he didn’t help himself by not eating, but it hadn’t been a choice he made. He
tried, at every meal, and alone in his rooms or on the beach, every day. Small meals more
often or very light meals or just fruit, everything he and Dobby could think of. His body
refused pretty much everything.

Harry groaned inwardly when he saw that Snape sat at the table, but sat down on Voldemort’s
right side, looking miserably down at his plate while it filled with the first course. A soup.
That was hopeless to even try to eat in company, as he wasn’t going to lift the bowl and drink
from it and his shaking hands would spill all the soup on his spoon before it reached his
mouth. He stared at the soup until it disappeared and got replaced with the main course.

No one had talked to him so far, not even to say hello. That was fine. Harry’s voice was
hoarse from all the screaming every time he tried to sleep without a potion to help. He
thought he might have gotten an of hour sleep last night, scattered over four hours and six
nightmares. His stomach burned at the thought of those nightmares. It was hard to believe
that the nightmares could get worse, and yet … they had.

The food on his fork shook, but he got it into his mouth and chewed, slowly. It stung on its
way down his throat, but he tried another mouthful, slowly, prepared to get up and get to the
bathroom if his stomach should decide to get rid of the food again. He had eaten almost all he
safely thought he could eat, when his stomach was that empty and that tender, when he
noticed that no one had spoken for a while.



He looked up. Draco and Astoria were quietly eating, but Voldemort and Snape were
watching him. His mouth filled with saliva and his stomach churned. He swallowed hard and
grabbed his water glass and drank a sip of the cold water, but the nausea wouldn’t leave.
Voldemort remained silent, but when Harry’s gaze went to Snape the man said:

“Mr. Potter, if you are ill, or if your body doesn’t take up nutrients as it should …”

“No, it’s nothing like that.”

He could see Astoria wince delicately at the sound of his rasping, broken voice.

“Then you do know what it is?” Voldemort asked.

“Don’t you?” Harry met his gaze, for the moment too exhausted, too tired of feeling scared,
too desperate to care about his words.

“I am not in the habit of asking about something I already know, Harry.”

“Then I suggest you think a little harder, my Lord,” he didn’t even know where he got the
courage or the snark to say something like that, “because if anyone knows, it’s you. You will
have to excuse me.” He got up, hurried towards the door, gripped the door frame for a
moment to breathe and find his balance in a world that was slightly spinning, and got away
from the room as quickly as he could, which wasn’t very quick at all.

He hadn’t been in his rooms for more than five minutes before someone knocked on the door
and he opened to find Astoria outside.

“What do you want?” he asked, and Astoria blinked at him, probably at his brusque tone.

“May I come in?”

He stepped aside and she came in the door and closed it behind her. It was easier than
discussing with her in the doorway, and now he could sit down, his legs shook, and he was
sweating. His bones hurt. If he didn’t want to listen to her, it would be easy enough to tune
her out until she decided to leave. 

“Harry, do you actually know why this is happening to you?” she asked and sat down across
from him on the other sofa. Worry and concern written on her face.

“Yes.”

Fear, fear was the reason for the symptoms bothering Astoria and the others.

“Are you able to do something about it?”

“No.”

“Am I able to do something about it?”

“I doubt it.”



“Mr. Snape?”

“I doubt it.”

“The Dark Lord?”

“Why should he want to, when he is the reason behind it?”

She stared at him. “But he doesn’t …” Her mouth twisted. “The reason behind, but not the
direct cause of the symptoms?”

“No.”

She frowned. “But if you know what it is, if it’s something he is doing, why not tell … No,
you think he does it on purpose.”

“Please leave now.”

She remained seated and looked at him.

He felt his anxiety rising, his magic growling.

“Astoria, I had little enough control of my magic before, now it’s almost non-existent.
Leave!”

“But where is your wand?! That would help …”

“You can’t have it!” he shouted. Tears sprang to his eyes as the pain lanced his throat and
magic crackled around him. The Manor shook. “Leave me alone!”

Astoria stared at him, shocked, with tears in her eyes, but her steps were calm and measured
when she left the room. The Manor shook again, and Harry focused on breathing, on not
letting his magic loose.

Maybe that part would be easier when his body was no longer his to control. Maybe his
magic would be under Voldemort’s control then, like in the Atrium. Harry remembered that
calmness and closed his eyes. Tears running silently down his cheeks. If that was what it was
like, if the feeling of calm and peace was what would fill him every hour of every day, when
Voldemort had full control over him, maybe it wouldn’t be too bad.

If he could just feel safe, even if it was a lie, then maybe it wouldn’t be too bad. Even if he
wouldn’t be able to live his own life or make any of his own choices. To feel that calm, that
safe, that protected, that taken care of … That wouldn’t be so bad. He wouldn’t actually be
able to live, but it had to be better than living with this all-consuming fear. It had to be better
than living with the knowledge that he soon enough would lose what little he had of freedom
and choice.

It had to be better than living surrounded by war.

He had to believe that.



He had to.

Harry had been in that chair, silently crying for hours, when someone knocked on his door
again and he got up, because he didn’t think his voice would be heard through the door.
Draco stood outside and he pushed himself into Harry’s sitting room without waiting for an
invitation. He was paler than normal, and his face was haggard, he had colourful splotches on
his dark grey robes and fingers, and he had dragged his fingers through his hair more than
once.

“I’m not a Potions Master, yet, Harry,” Draco said as soon as Harry turned towards him, “but
I’m working at it, and I have always been good at Potions. This is a nutrient potion.” He
placed a small box on the table. “Three doses a day, morning, midday and evening, should be
enough. Maybe not drink them right before you eat, if your food usually doesn’t stay down.
There are also enough vitamins in it to keep you healthy. You could live on these alone, if
food doesn’t sit well, but better to try to eat too. Eating is a habit best not broken.

“This is a mild sleeping potion.” He put another box on the table. “You will still dream, but if
your nightmares are terrible, then they will merely be bad with the help of this, and you will
fall asleep quickly again if you should wake. You need both sustenance and sleep until we
figure out what more can be done. And yes, I heard you proclaim that the Dark Lord knows
and that he is causing it, but that’s not very helpful when he himself doesn’t understand what
is happening to you.”

“Or claim he doesn’t understand,” Harry stated harshly.

“Or claim he doesn’t understand,” said Draco, because this version of Draco was fairer than
the old one. “Do you trust me enough to use these potions and keep yourself alive and
stable?”

“I haven’t been truly stable in years, but yes, I will keep myself alive.”

I will take them because I detest being this weak, if for nothing else.

“Good.” Draco nodded and went towards the door.

“Thank you.”

Draco stopped with his hand on the doorknob and looked over his shoulder.

“I didn’t even get the chance to beat you in a game of Catch-the-Snitch, Potter, before this
happened. Not that you should be on a broom anytime soon, but still, can’t have the greatest
Seeker in a century wane away like this.” He smiled a thin smile. “Take your potions and go
to bed.”

After Draco left, Harry did just that, and while he did wake up with a gasp several times, he
never screamed himself awake and he always fell asleep again afterwards.

When he woke up, he felt almost rested compared to what he had felt the last week and a
half. The nutrient potion stayed down, and he could feel that it gave him energy and that



again stabilised him. His hands stopped shaking. He was still afraid, still miserable, but he
was able to think once again. And he decided that if he was going to lose his will anyway, he
should do what he wanted while he could, and he wanted his wand.

Damn the consequences.

He found his wand, took it out of the box it had been in and found a special stack of cards, a
stack he had used weeks to charm and ward. If he was doing this, then he would do it his
way, and channel his magic his way and have some fun doing it. Yes, that was it. His way,
while he still could. He strapped the wand sheath to his right wrist and left his rooms,
willingly for the first time in days.

Harry found his way to the main wing of the house and then he followed the stream of people
going to and from an office. All of them cast glances at him, some longer than others, and
some almost hateful, but that was alright, he had his wand again, and getting them to rethink
their words or actions would be easy now. He knew he had the right of it when he heard
Astoria’s voice before the door shut behind a man that scurried away. He knocked on the door
but opened it because he suspected that he wouldn’t be heard above the din coming from
inside.

When he opened the door, he saw a room full of people sitting, standing and milling about,
with Astoria on the opposite side of the room, behind a desk, with her back to a big window.

“Let me get this straight …” Astoria began and noticed the silence that followed Harry’s few
steps into the room and the people there starting to notice him. Her eyes found him and her
whole face lit up. “Harry!” She hurried towards him and for a minute it looked like she
wanted to hug him, but she stopped herself. “Is anything wrong? Can I help you?”

“I just wondered if the Manor had a proper duelling room, where it is, and if I can use it?” he
said in a low voice.

Astoria’s wand slipped into her hand, and she cast a privacy charm around them.

“Absolutely, Harry. Dobby knows where the room is, it’s seldom used, so just use it as much
as you want. Just … be careful, potions do much, but … after the last few weeks … Look
after yourself, please.”

“The wards on the room are good? I can use any spells I want in there?”

“They are the best, I promise.” She smiled. “Do you have a partner?”

“No, I have a game.” He held up his stack of cards.

“Oh, interesting. I have heard about cards like that.” She looked at the cards with fascination.

Harry hesitated, but even if Astoria was in on the scheme, it wouldn’t be her decisions that
took his will from him, and she and Draco had been unfailingly kind, he could admit to that
much today.

“Join me after lunch, if you wish.”



“I would love that, thank you. That would be,” she cast a Tempus charm, “in an hour or so.”

“See you then.” He nodded to her and left. Dobby was more than happy to show Harry the
duelling room, a long room with polished oak floors, windows along one side and mirrors
along the other side.

Harry activated the charms and the runes on the cards with two taps of his wand and emptied
the box. The cards levitated in front of him and with a wave of his wand, they started to
spread around him in the room, spinning and weaving. He smiled, remembering all the times
Hermione and he had practised duelling with these cards. If they could hit a card twisting in
the air, then you might be sure they would hit a person with their feet on the ground.

He started casting Expelliarmus at the cards, getting them to glow a slight green. When he
had hit all the cards, he reset them with a wave of his wand, turned up the difficulty to make
them harder for him to hit, and went onto harder spells and curses. Now the cards glowed
green and yellow. Those he hit stopped moving, becoming sharp edged obstacles in his way.
The cards wouldn’t stand much use if they were paper, so one of the charms he had put on
them was to transfigure them to metal before he used them for practice. Metal was too heavy
to carry around, so they were only metal when in use, which made the little cards deadly.

He had just begun round three when a loud knock sounded on the door. Harry opened it with
a spell and Astoria almost jumped inside, ice blue eyes shining, a grin lighting up her face.
She had changed from her fancy robes into a simple grey one with her blue warded cloak on
top of it.

“I didn’t know … Do I need this?” She held up a handful of her blue cloak.

“No, we will put up a barrier in the middle of the room, to stop stray spells and curses, but let
the cards move freely between the two parts of the room. I will be on one side and you the
other. And you got married in trousers, why not use them in a fight, it’s easier?”

“I’m used to fighting in robes, and dresses, it’s not a problem.” She waved it away and took
off her cloak. “So, what’s the rules?” She was almost jumping on her toes.

“No Unforgivables, because I don’t have any shield that will stop those, and no spells that
will change the size of the cards, because the runes on the cards react badly to those. Other
than that, everything goes. When we have hit all the cards, we tally them up, and see who
caught the most cards and who used the most difficult spells.”

“So, spell difficulty is a factor?”

“Oh, yeah, right. You haven’t done this before. Sorry. The more difficult the spell, the more
points you get. For instance, Expelliarmus is one of the easiest ones, you get one point for
that, and a slight green glow on the cards, and then the points move upwards, shown with a
different colour, or strength of colour, on the cards until you get dark purple for spells like
Expecto Patronum and the Unforgivables. When you hit the cards, they freeze in the air and
they are hard metal with sharp edges, so beware of them.”



“We removed the Unforgivables from the game, and I can’t do Expecto Patronum. Are there
any other spells that will give me the dark purple colour?”

“Good question, let me think … I can activate the rune that gives the highest point for any
non-verbal spell, and then there is Obliviate and Sectumsempra. Does that help?”

“Why did you remove non-verbal from the … It got too easy, didn’t it?!” she breathed, eyes
going huge. “It didn’t matter anymore, because you always use non-verbal spells anyway.”
She swallowed.

Harry looked around at the spinning cards around them. “Well, yes. Hermi and I could play
with these cards for hours, every day. It was practice, a reason to get up and move and a
distraction from the rest of our lives, all at once.”

“I’m not going to win, am I?”

“No, but you can have fun losing.” He gave her a small smile.

She grinned, eyes bright. “Bring it on, Potter.”

Harry set the cards to the agreed upon parameters and erected a powerful shield ward across
the room to stop any stray curse, and then they began.

Astoria was good, very good, snapping out spells and curses in a whirling fury, but even if
Harry only used non-verbal spells for half of his hits, he still won easily because he hit the
most cards. She wanted a rematch and demanded that he not hold back, she wanted to see
him in action. And then she cursed him out when he used Expecto Patronum and had his
Patronus touch pretty much every card in the room. Another rematch followed, where he was
not to use Expecto Patronum again, and still won.

After eight games Astoria sat down on the floor, panting with sweat running down her face
and staining her robes.  

“I need a break. Prim!” When the house elf popped in Astoria smiled at her. “Could we get
some water, please?”

Harry sat down cross legged in front of Astoria and thanked Prim for the water when he got
his glass. He made the cards swirl lazily around them.

“I think I finally really understand how you are so very good at duelling,” Astoria said after
downing a whole glass of water. “By Merlin, that was impressive!”

“Always keep in mind that other than making sure we had food and shelter, Hermi and I only
had time to kill between strategic meetings and fighting. It was a lot of time to kill.”

“But weren’t you leaders with all the work that entails?” Astoria tilted her head at him, blond
hair falling sweaty and limp around her face, blue eyes blazing with energy and excitement.

Harry snorted. “The-Boy-Who-Lived was never more than a symbol. The-Man-Who-Kept-
Alive, likewise; never any more than that. A symbol, a figurehead, someone to push out on



the frontlines in battles to give hope, or something like that. I tried to give my opinion a time
or two, when the actual leaders became … too much to follow quietly, but all I got was a pat
on the head, and “you are too young to understand”. I might not be the best strategist, but
Hermi is. She almost always knew what would happen, both in meetings and in actual battles.
It was eerie; I soon stopped betting against her.”

Astoria frowned. “But … that’s … foolishness. I know enough of Miss Granger to know that
she is worth more than her weight in gold when it comes to planning and implementing those
plans. She wasn’t heeded, ever?”

“Infrequently. Too young, too naïve, too spirited, too inexperienced, too little aptitude and
understanding for leading. I got the same justifications, every time I tried to open my mouth.”

Astoria shook her head. “Foolishness, pure foolishness. And ageism. I won’t say I never have
had problems, but no one tried to pat my head and tell me I was too young. Of course, I was
allowed to put the idiots in their place any way I pleased, so long I accepted defeat if I lost,
but still … And thus, you both had a lot of time on your hands.”

“Yeah, a lot.”

“One more game before I have to get a shower and get back to work?”

Harry got up. “Let’s try with only three spells, and they have to be verbal. What spells do you
want to use?”

They finished their game and Harry had to accept that he was physically drained. He packed
up his cards and got Dobby to help him get his books down to the beach, where he lay down
on a blanket and looked up at the grey sky. He didn’t know how many more days like this he
would get or what kind of freedom he would be allowed, if any. The thought of losing his
free will like this was still terrifying, but he was now in a kind of accepting shock, instead of
just shock.

Lying there he decided against sending a note to Hermione. If what he feared happened and
she saw him again, she would soon realise that something was wrong with him and reach the
right conclusion. She would never be taken in by a puppet Harry controlled by someone else,
not for more than a few minutes.

Later that night while he was brushing his teeth and slowly going through the day, he
acknowledged the changes that were happening. Once again, he hadn’t thought anything of it,
then and there. At tea he had sat in his usual sofa, but instead of sitting about in the middle of
said sofa, he had seated himself as close as he could get to Voldemort’s chair. He hadn’t
noticed, hadn’t thought about it at all. And at dinner, the same thing had happened. His chair
was usually a good metre away from Voldemort, but he himself had moved it a bit closer,
without reflecting about it at all.

Maybe he wouldn’t lose himself completely. Maybe he would just be compelled to be close
to Voldemort, just be drawn to him, as a moth to the flame.

Just that …



Harry didn’t understand why Voldemort would want something like that. Harry had already
agreed to marry him and live with him, agreed not to fight him and agreed to consummate the
marriage. What more could Voldemort want from him, and why?

Why had he wanted to marry Harry to begin with? Harry still didn’t know that. Still didn’t
know what had started it all.

Harry didn’t know what would be worse. To lose himself completely and never think about
what he was doing and why? Or to be compelled to be close, very close, to Voldemort on a
regular basis and then later be aware of what had happened without being able to stop it?

With those thoughts he cried himself to sleep and slept restlessly, despite Draco’s sleeping
potion.

The following days he discovered something even worse, when he with increasing regularity
tried to touch Voldemort’s hand, or arm or shoulder, only to freeze himself just when he was
about to do it. To catch himself in the act, in front of people, in front of Voldemort … That
was its own kind of hell.

No one ever commented. Not Voldemort, nor Astoria or Draco, and no other shared a meal
with them the following days. Harry was grateful for that at least, but he was getting close to
sitting on his own hands, so he could know what they were doing. They didn’t seem to be
completely under his control anymore.

If anything was under his control anymore.
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“Harry?” Voldemort’s voice was full off silk, smooth and cool and calm.

Harry shivered, blinked and looked up into the red gaze.

“Are you quite alright?” Voldemort asked, cautiously and still with silk.

Harry blinked at him. He had showed up for both dinner and tea today, hadn’t he? His sleep
wasn’t good but the potions from Draco helped. It was hard to eat, but he tried, and again, the
potions helped. He had been outside much of the day, reading on the beach, but he had
invited Astoria to a game of Duelling Cards after tea. That had been entertaining. She swore
she was going to beat him one day, but that day was far away.

What about this day, this situation, made Voldemort ask if Harry was alright? He wasn’t
alright, not truly, but he hadn’t been for weeks. If he had ever been alright in this marriage.

If he had ever been alright in this war.

If he had ever been alright since the time he first killed a man, at eleven years old.

If he had ever been alright since he got that lightning bolt scar on his forehead.

If he had ever actually been alright at all.

“Why?” Harry asked him.

Voldemort looked down at the table where his arm lay, with Harry’s hand locked around his
wrist. Harry blinked at the picture for a moment, then finally registered, and drew his hand
back as if he had been burned. His chair clattered to the floor when Harry stumbled
backwards, swearing, tangling his legs in the chair legs. He let himself fall in a tumble and
got to his feet the next moment. His gaze went from Voldemort to Astoria to Draco and back.
His mouth opened and closed.

“Harry …” Voldemort began, but Harry was already running out of the room, heart thumping
painfully hard in his chest.

For days he had tried to avoid just that. For days. And then it happened as if he simply looked
another way, and someone had moved his hand!

He slammed through the doors to his suite, ran through his sitting room and bedroom and out
onto the balcony. He should have gone outside. He should have gone out! His breathing was
harsh and he leaned over the balustrade, as if to get farther away from the house and its walls,
as if to get more air, more freedom.



As if to leave all this behind.

And he couldn’t, because it was inside him, whatever it was, it had already happened. And it
was getting worse. Maybe it was a part of the spell or the enchantment or whatever it was, the
fact that he knew, deep in his bones, that running was impossible. He hadn’t truly considered
fleeing, not even for a second.

Running away wasn’t an option. Neither was fighting.

There were no options for him. None!

He turned around, ran to his bed and buried his head in pillows before he screamed. He
screamed and screamed until his newly healed throat burned. He screamed and cried because
there was really nothing else he could do. Nowhere to run, nowhere to hide, no way to fight.

Acceptance was the only alternative, and that hurt, especially because he didn’t know what
he had to accept. It hurt that he was trapped like this, after years of war and fighting. Hurt
that he didn’t even understand what was happening. Shouldn’t he at the very least be allowed
that much; to understand his end?

Hours later Harry sat cross-legged in his bed when someone knocked on the door in his
sitting room. He opened the door with a wandless wave and Voldemort soon appeared from
the sitting room door. He was dressed in a simple black robe and had either his appearance
with hair, or used a glamour to look like that, just as he had at dinner.

“I would like to talk to you, Harry.”

Harry pointed at a chair and watched him. He didn’t sit down.

“Not here. Could you follow me?”

With a shrug Harry got out of the bed and followed. They went down to the ground floor, but
not farther down from there. Apparently, Harry hadn’t deserved a visit to the dungeon.
Voldemort opened the door to the duelling room and Harry hesitated. He knew he was good,
but he wasn’t even going to try duelling Voldemort. Not tonight, thank you very much.

“Only to talk. This room has the best wards in the house, and I do not expect this talk to …
go over too well.”

With a frown Harry followed him into the room and watched as he closed the door, locked it
manually and put a silencing spell over it, but other than that he did nothing. It would not be
hard to leave.

By the fireplace to the left of the door there were set up two comfortable chairs, and the
flames danced merrily and cast long shadows over the floors and made the windows and the
mirrors glitter in the darkness.

Voldemort sat down in one chair and Harry sat down in the other. Voldemort stared into the
fire with his hands on either armrest.



“First, I owe you an apology. I did not realise that I did owe you one, before the dinner
tonight, and that makes it worse, in a way.”

“Why do you owe me an apology and why is it worse that you didn’t know until tonight?”
Harry’s voice, normal some hours ago, rasped out of his mouth. His head still ached after all
the screaming and crying, but he felt empty now, hollowed out, and that was for the best for a
conversation like this.

A conversation that started with the Dark Lord claiming that he owed Harry an apology.
Harry should have been blown backwards, but he was exhausted.

“Do you remember the evening you asked if I knew what was happening between you and
Nagini?”

Harry nodded.

“I told you that I had my suspicions and that I thought my suspicions were right. I told you
that I would tell you more about it when it was necessary.”

Harry nodded again. He had almost forgotten the whole discussion in the upheaval after the
Ministry visit and everything that happened after. That evening was already three weeks in
the past.

“Looking back at what happened the day after and the fallout affecting you, I was wrong to
hold back the truth from you, and I do apologise. I did not realise that the situation that has
bothered you these past weeks can be linked to the situation we were talking about, with
Nagini and my suspicions, or assumptions. I do not know if it would have been better for you
to know, but … I imagine … that it cannot have been easy … if my assumptions of what has
been happening with you are correct.”

“What has been happening to me?” Harry asked dully, not quite ready to believe that
Voldemort hadn’t known everything from the get-go, but he did want to know what was
happening to him, and where that would end.

“Would you tell me the … symptoms? It will be easier to explain if I know more. And I give
you my word that I will explain and answer any question that you have, to the best of my
ability. I will do so tonight, and continue to answer whatever questions you have about the
situation, whenever you ask.”

Harry swallowed, then winced when his throat stung again.

Voldemort put his hand in a robe pocket and drew out two potions’ vials. He held both out to
Harry.

“One is against pain, and one is a Calming Draught, both are from Draco.”

“This is not going to be a fun conversation, is it?” Harry rasped.

“No, it is not going to be fun, but I see that it is necessary and has been for some time.”



Harry decided to take both potions without considering it too much. This conversation was
happening, whether he wanted it to or not. And hadn’t he wanted to at least know what was
happening to him, only hours ago? He didn’t need the extra strain if he could get away from
it, so taking the Calming Draught was sensible.

Voldemort leaned back in his chair, watching him. Waiting.

Harry jumped into his explanation without thinking. Again, he wanted to know what was
happening, and he didn’t have much choice in this situation, so why use time and energy to
deliberate over something that ultimately didn’t matter?

Voldemort would get his way, in the end.

He watched the flames while speaking. Looking at Voldemort would be too much, but he
could feel Voldemort’s eyes on him the entire time.

“You have an effect on me that you by rights shouldn’t have. I think I noticed your voice
first. Maybe already on the day we married. It … sometimes sounds like silk …” Harry
swallowed and forced himself to sit still and not fidget. “It’s the only way I have tried to
describe it … It makes me shiver in a way … it really shouldn’t. I believe it was your eyes
that caught my attention next, and after the debacle in the Atrium … The first two days or so
after the Atrium, I feared that whatever you did to control my magic in the Atrium would
continue somehow, but I didn’t notice the same kind of … reaction after that day. Not quite
like that. But when I looked farther back, I realised that it didn’t start that day in the Atrium,
either. Whatever this is.

“And after the Atrium … suddenly I sat closer to you without even noticing I did so, at the
time. I spoke to you in a way I wouldn’t usually have. I try not to be outright rude, but the …
warmth … the cordiality … in my voice and my words didn’t match what I was thinking and
feeling. But I hardly noticed that, until later.” Harry swallowed again, glad now that he had
taken the Calming Draught. “And then … my hands decided they should touch you, without
my leave. Not with your leave either, for that matter, but … they should at least follow my
will … They don’t. I have fought them the last few days, and tonight … I can’t even
remember that I moved to grab you. I certainly didn’t decide to do so.”

The room was silent for a while.

Voldemort, when he spoke, spoke in a calm, quiet voice, with so much silk in it that Harry
didn’t know if he wanted to shiver or cry. He kept his eyes on the flames and his body and
face rigid, half afraid he would start leaning towards that voice, towards Voldemort.

“I could see it in your face. Your own surprise at what you had done. That is what prompted
this conversation. I have more Calming Draught for when you need it.”

“I just want to know what is happening to me and how bad it will be. And if I will survive …
If I will survive, and still be me.” The last sentence was no more than a whisper.

“You will survive, and more than just survive. I do not understand what you mean by still
being you. I was under the impression that you could shake off the Imperius Curse?”



“This feels like an Imperius Curse that’s getting stronger and that I can’t shake off. It’s taking
more and more of my free will from me, and I have to wonder how bad it will become.”

“I see. I do, at the moment, not exactly know what you will have to live with. There will be
changes in your life, challenging changes, and you will probably go through a period where
you will have to learn to accept it all, before you can try to do more than simply survive. But
you will live, and you will still be you, Harry. It’s nothing remotely like an Imperius Curse.”

“Then why does it feel like one and why does it happen at all? What did you do?” Harry still
didn’t look at Voldemort.

“I will tell you my part now. I think it will be easier to get answers that way.”

Harry nodded.

Voldemort was silent for a moment. “That Samhain, or Halloween if you prefer, when I came
to Godric’s Hollow, I had made five Horcruxes with fragments off my soul. I had shredded
my soul to pieces and spread those pieces far and wide, to keep them safe and myself
immortal. I made the two first Horcruxes during the summer when I was sixteen years old
and, despite my own conviction at the time, that had been a … less than brilliant decision.”

Harry blinked at the flames. This was not going where he had thought it would. Horcruxes?
What did those have to do with him? And Voldemort admitting that he had acted stupidly?
Was he dreaming?

“Since I made those two Horcruxes, I have never been entirely stable, and when I made more
of them, it got worse. A lot worse. Until that Samhain, when I was about to stop a prophecy
from ever getting its claws into me, or so I thought. My soul was in tatters, and when that
Killing Curse rebounded, it ripped another fragment off my ragged soul. That should not
have been possible, but still it happened, and when that soul fragment tried to reconnect with
the rest of my soul, it could not, as I was gone. The fragment connected itself to the only
living soul in the vicinity, and thus giving me my sixth, and completely unforeseen, Horcrux.
You.”

A pause while only the crackle from the flames could be heard.

“Harry, breathe,” Voldemort whispered.

Harry gasped after air, once, twice, feeling tears burning their way down his cheeks. His heart
pumped a bit harder, a bit faster, and his stomach churned. He knew he should be screaming,
cursing, raging, but that didn’t happen. His body refused to react to the spinning going on in
his mind.

“That Calming Draught, that was double strength, wasn’t it?” He couldn’t even make his
voice properly accusing, just gravelly, even though the pain killer potion had removed the
pain from his aching throat.

“Triple,” Voldemort said in a low voice.



“Ah.”

“You cannot take a sleeping potion for some hours, but as I assume we have a bit to discuss,
that will hardly be a problem.”

“No, I don’t think that will be a problem.” Harry swallowed. He really felt that he should be
exploding all over the place, but he just couldn’t. The Calming Draught made it possible for
him to actually think, and not just feel. “I guess that me being … being …” He stopped, not
exploding apparently wasn’t the same as being able to talk normally. “You can’t … remove it
… take it out?”

“No. I have not tested it, as you and Nagini are my only living Horcruxes and I am not
willing to try, and risk failure, but to reabsorb my other Horcruxes, I had to destroy the
vessels. Doing so to someone living would naturally kill them, and because my soul fragment
is tethered to your soul, that soul fragment would be lost the moment you died.”

“You are not going to kill me, are you? Because of that?” Harry watched the flames in the
fireplace dance.

“I am not going to kill you, no,” Voldemort stated.

Harry believed him. He almost wished he didn’t, but he did believe him because it made
sense. That Harry was Voldemort’s Horcrux went a long way to answer quite a few questions,
some old and some new. And he believed that Voldemort wouldn’t kill him; why would
Voldemort kill a part of his own soul?

“You have reabsorbed the other Horcruxes? And Nagini is one too? I guess you wanted to
keep me close, so you knew what I was getting into, when I’m your … I’m your … with your
…” He stopped, closed his eyes, and focused on breathing for a moment.

Horcrux, he thought viciously at himself. I’m his Horcrux. I have to live with it, so I should
be able to say it out loud. I’m Voldemort’s Horcrux. The vessel for a piece of his soul.

He didn’t try to say it again.

“Why marriage, though? What brought on that idea?” He almost whispered the words, but he
was convinced that Voldemort heard him.

“Yes, I have reabsorbed the other Horcruxes. Those that have not been destroyed. I made
Nagini to be my sixth Horcrux years ago. Or that was what I believed at the time.” He
stopped for a moment. “Yes, part of the reason for the marriage offer was to be able to keep
an eye on you, and yes, I could have achieved that with other methods, but in the end,
marriage was the most logical. You would fight me less this way, I assumed, if you made the
choice to wed me, reluctantly though it may be. And part of what I want from you, is for you
to not fight me … too much, at least.”

Voldemort paused. “I should tell you how I came to the conclusion that I ought to reabsorb
my Horcruxes. From there the marriage might seem more logical.”



“I’m not sure that marrying your decades old enemy can seem logical, but by all means; go
ahead.”

“It goes back about a year, to what is now called the Battle of Godric’s Hollow, or the
Massacre at Godric’s Hollow.”

Harry groaned inwardly. Why did everything have to come back to Godric’s Hollow? The
Calming Draught still managed to keep him calm though, so he kept his mouth shut.

“We met there, and fought, briefly.”

“I remember.” Harry frowned. “It was very brief … and then you … left?”

“I did, yes. Even a year later, even with my mind intact and stable, I have no solid evidence
as to how or why it happened, only assumptions, but during our short fight I became … lucid,
is the best word for it, for the first time in so many years. During those moments I realised
what I was doing. What I had done to the society I, once upon a time, truly wanted to help,
protect and improve. It was my first clear thought, my first clear perspective, on the situation
in decades.

“The lucidity lasted long enough to make a mark on my mind, and I knew, for the first time,
how insane I had become. I also knew that the only possible resolution would be to try and
heal my mind, by healing my soul. It took me months, but I succeeded in absorbing my
inanimate Horcruxes. I had kept a closer eye on them after I discovered that I not only had
lost two, but that you were actively hunting them.

“When that was done, I had more time and capacity to ponder what I had let happen to the
Wizarding World and how to end the war and begin rebuilding, before it was too late. And to
figure out why that moment, that fight with you, gave me my mind back for a few hours.

“I recalled the mind-link that I had to you and that I had used against you, the mind-link you
had managed to shut down years ago by becoming a master at Occlumency. I recalled that
you are a Parselmouth despite not having any history of Parselmouths in your lineage, and I
recalled the incredible pain the moment before I was banished from my own body, that
Samhain. A pain that was not unlike what I felt when making a Horcrux, as if a bit of my soul
got ripped out of me. I concluded that it was quite likely that I had made you my Horcrux,
even without the necessary ritual. An accidental Horcrux, for lack of a better definition.

“As to why that should be of importance during that fight when it never had been a concern
before …? I have come to no definitive conclusion, but after the incident in the Atrium, I
believe there is a possibility that I responded to your magic, or more to the point, to the magic
of your Patronus. At one point during that fight, you used the Patronus to send a message to
your allies, while battling me, and the Patronus found me in its way and consequently went
through me. If it was not that brief connection to you and your magic, and thus my soul
shard, that gave me lucidity, then I do not know. I know that your Patronus never has gone
through me before, while we often have exchanged curses.”

Harry nodded slowly, he remembered he had sent that Patronus, to warn Hermione and some
of the others with him that he had seen reinforcement for the Dark arrive. Not long after,



Voldemort managed to knock him down and disappear.

And after that … Best not think about what had happened after that.

“As for the idea of the marriage … When I have Nagini in close proximity to me, at least for
some hours every day, I stay sharper than when she does not do so. Even though that seldom
happens now, as she much prefers to spend at least some time each day with me, and always
has. The difference for her is that she now never goes out to hunt for a day or three at a time,
as she sometimes did.

“None of us realised this change in her, me and our connection until some weeks after I had
reabsorbed the last of my inanimate Horcruxes, and thus again was in the possession of the
largest piece of my soul. Keeping Nagini close strengthened my soul and my mind, enough
that I noticed. We even experimented to some extent. While I did not suffer much away from
her for a day, her general wellbeing and health declined somewhat. Not enough to really
worry, but enough to be detected.

“As neither Nagini nor I noticed anything different until some weeks after I reabsorbed my
last Horcrux, I believed it safe to assume that the soul fragment in you would not make itself
known before a month into the marriage, three weeks at the earliest. I assumed we had to
spend quite a bit of time together for the fragment to notice me, and the bigger piece of the
soul it belongs to.

“I trusted my assumption enough to disregard your obvious distress these past weeks. I did
not consider that it could have anything to do with the soul shard that you carry. Why I did
not consider it, I do no longer comprehend. After all, one single Patronus was enough to
begin all this. The magic I gathered from you in the Atrium was more than that, so much
more. Why should that not have had consequences?

“Summa summarum; I knew you held a piece of my soul and if I could keep you close, that
would very likely be beneficial to me. What would then be easiest for me? Hunt you down
and capture you and keep you someplace safe and then spend time with you every day, while
you were utterly miserable and wanted to share that feeling in every way you possibly could?
Or offer a peace treaty sealed by marriage between us, have you willingly come to me and
most likely be prepared to spend some time with me every day, so long as the experience was
not a terrible trial for you?”

Voldemort stopped speaking, and they sat in silence for a while, while Harry tried his best to
breathe and think.

“That last part … makes sense … Unfortunately.” Harry didn’t worry about Voldemort’s
words of putting him somewhere safe. After all, that was pretty much what he had expected
the whole time. Knowing the whole story, or at least a lot more, he wasn’t surprised that it
had been a viable option.

Harry bent forward and scrubbed his face with his hands before he drew his hands through
his hair and rested his elbows on his knees. His heart was hammering in his throat and his
hands were clammy.



Having to spend time in the same room as Voldemort had proven to be possible. Voldemort
had been right in that regard. It wasn’t Harry’s idea of fun, but it wasn’t horrible either.
Voldemort didn’t go out of his way to be cruel, nasty, or disgusting, quite the opposite,
actually. Voldemort still tried, as far as Harry had experienced, to seem harmless, or maybe
neutral. It even bordered somewhat on kindness, as crazy as that might seem.

Even with the vivid memories of all the man had done, to him and those he loved, it was
much, much better than spending his life in a dungeon. He would much rather live like this
than never see the sky and feel the wind, never use his wand or have a normal conversation
again. He would have to deal with the memories no matter where he was, so it was better to
deal with them while he had some freedom, then deal with them alone in the dark and dank
dungeons.

If that truly had been all that was happening.

But it wasn’t.

He could put together pieces too. He could read between the lines of what he experienced and
what Voldemort had told him.

“As for the rest … Do you have more off that Calming Draught?”

A pale hand held out a vial to him. “Another triple dose. After that you should reduce the
dose to just a doble, if that is enough.”

Harry downed the potion, gave the vial back and leaned back in his chair again. Eyes closed
and face towards the flames. He could feel the heat against his face, against his tear-streaked
cheeks.

Calm, he was calm, or he at least was forced to be calm.

The pain in his heart threatened to tear him apart.

“What you told me just now, and what I experience … They do not … It’s not the same,
Voldemort. Maybe they are in the same tree, but not on the same branch.”

“After you told me exactly what you endure, I recognize that. It is … more … with you.”

“I do not want it to be more,” Harry said through gritted teeth. “I could have dealt with what
you told me Nagini experience. It would not have been ideal, but I could have handled that.
This …” He turned towards Voldemort without caring about the tears that ran down his face.

“This feels like a bloody magnet. Sitting here, talking to you, it feels like something
underneath my skin is actively trying to reach out to you. Something is actively trying to get
me closer to you. Not one point on me, but all of my skin. Like it would want to peel off me
to be closer to you if I don’t get closer myself. Even with a triple dose of Calming Draught,
that’s what it feels like. I might not lose my will to you, but this might very well break me
once and for all, anyway.”



“That, I suspect, is where the challenge will be, and where you will need time to accept the
reality and find a way to survive, and thrive, despite this.” His voice was low, calm and silky,
and not sharp or cruel or even indifferent, which was strange.

It almost made Harry cry harder.

That calm, he wanted that calm!

No, he didn’t! Why would he want it! It was Voldemort! He did not want to be close to
Voldemort!

 “I do not want to be close to you! But sitting here, it hurts, it bloody hurts, not being closer to
you then I am. If not for the Calming Draught … I don’t know how bad it would be, without
the Calming Draught. I don’t particularly want to know, when it hurts this much with it. And
you are telling me that it will always be like this?”

“I do not know enough to give any guarantees one way or another, but I would assume that it
will be somewhat like this, from now on. Maybe it is worse in the beginning, or maybe it will
be better if we spend more time in the same room, maybe the feeling will calm down when
the soul fragment gets more used to my proximity.”

Voldemort was trying to reassure him. Voldemort, the man who had killed his parents with
his own wand, the man who had tried to kill him countless times and the man that had been
responsible for so many of his friends’ deaths … That same man was trying to reassure
Harry.

“Are you willing to try and find out more? Maybe it will help knowing and not guessing?”

Harry saw the long, pale hand that was held out to him, palm up, and before he knew it, he
held that hand with both of his. One hand around Voldemort’s wrist, the other around his
hand. He bowed his head and focused on keeping the scream back. Not even a triple dose of
Calming Draught helped now.

“That was not my decision!” It was a growl.

“I understand, but try to feel if it gets easier now. For a moment, try not to fight it.”

Harry breathed, just breathed, and didn’t listen. He couldn’t listen. It was too much. He tried
to let go of Voldemort’s hand. That was what he wanted, more than anything, right now. His
body was fighting him, clinging to the hand he didn’t want to hold. Voldemort was passive.
He didn’t hold Harry’s hand with any strength at all, and let Harry decide what happened
next.

Except Harry didn’t decide, the fucking soul fragment did!

Harry growled and felt his hands spasm around Voldemort’s, but he didn’t manage to let go.

“Let it be for a moment,” Voldemort said calmly, as if Harry wasn’t clutching his hand and
sobbing, partly out of rage and partly out of desperation.



What a trap! What a way to be caught, forever, his whole life, like this! Like this! Trapped!

“No!” Harry ripped his hands free and clutched them to his chest, it felt like they were
burning, and his chest constricted, his head swam. He shook his head. “No.” He was sobbing
uncontrollably now, and wishing to stretch for the hand he had ripped himself free from. He
put his arms around himself instead and held himself hard, as if to keep himself together.
“No.”

The pain didn’t retreat, but as so often before, Harry managed to stop focusing on it.
Focusing on pain could be deadly. He might not be on the battlefield right now, even with his
enemy right across from him, but neither was he safe. It was just that his new enemy was a
part of himself.

“Harry, this will not go away, not completely.” The voice was pure silk, cool and calm, and
before Harry could even think about it, he looked up and met Voldemort’s red eyes. They
were as calm as his voice, as peaceful, as safe …  The pull towards Voldemort got worse, but
Harry didn’t have enough fight in him to look away. Even if he could feel the pull almost
drag him out of his chair. He groaned, grit his teeth, and remained stubbornly seated, arms
around himself, eyes locked on Voldemort’s eyes.

“This reminds me of the Atrium,” Harry rasped, “not as intense, not even close to as intense,
but still … What did you do?”

He could see Voldemort hesitate. The calmness didn’t flicker, not even for a moment, and he
wanted that calm, he longed for it, but … Voldemort hesitated.

That couldn’t be good.

“Are you going to lie to me now?” he accused. “After everything else you have told me, this
is where you choose to lie?”

“No, I was merely contemplating if we should take that question another time.”

“No, we won’t.”

Voldemort nodded slowly.

“What did you do in the Atrium, what spell did you use, and why …”

Voldemort held up a hand and maybe because he so far had let Harry talk when he wanted to,
Harry stopped in surprise.

“All I did in the Atrium was gather up your magic before it had the chance to manifest into
anything, and talk to you. That was all I did. There were no spells of any kind. I will not deny
that your reaction did surprise me, but I did, and still mostly do, see it as a consequence of the
rage, the shock and maybe even the fear that day caused you.”

Harry badly wanted to call Voldemort a liar. It had to have happened because of some kind of
spell! The problem was, he knew that it wasn’t a lie. That sound of truth he had sometimes
noticed before, was obvious in Voldemort’s voice and words now.



There had been no spell. Voldemort had done nothing to spellbind Harry.

Even if it had felt like it. Even if he greatly would have preferred it, in this case.

“Then what? That was not me, as I normally am.”

“I know. My best theory is that it has something to do with the soul fragment, combined with
the stress and rage you felt, and the outpouring of magic. The magic that I gathered from you
might have gone back into you, in a trickle. I was too focused on stopping it from spilling
out, I did not even try to close the circuit. The trickle you took back, now blended with my
magic and essence, made the soul fragment in you aware of my proximity in a very fast and
intense manner. Thus, the enthralled reaction you experienced. Afterwards, the soul fragment
had become aware of the rest of my soul, a lot earlier than I would have thought would
happen, and a lot more … insistent.”

“Insistent,” Harry muttered. “A nice way of putting it, when it feels like my skin is going to
crawl off me.” 

Voldemort looked at him. Harry looked back, unable to look away, until tears made the world
blurry, and he closed his eyes. His body shook as if he hadn’t taken a triple dose of Calming
Draught, twice, this night.

He wasn’t under any kind of spell. He wasn’t going to lose himself, wasn’t going to watch his
life go by without any choices or any voice of his own.

That was good, that was better than he had feared. It truly was. But that possibility had been
exchanged with the reality that for him to stay sane, or as sane as he now was, he needed
Voldemort. Needed his touch. It wouldn’t be enough to spend time in the same room. His
body ached for close contact while he at the same time tried not to gag with fear and rage. He
struggled to get to his feet, managed and staggered a few steps away before he stopped and
just shivered, heard his teeth clatter, and had to accept another truth.

“It’s not just my mind, is it? This doesn’t just influence and harm my mind? When you
experimented with Nagini, she got sick, physically sick, when she was away from you for too
long, didn’t she?”

“Her reactions are very mild compared to yours, but yes, she felt physically ill.”

“So, I might just die from this.”

“I will not let that happen, Harry.”

Maybe for the first time in the almost four weeks since their marriage, there was true
sharpness in his voice, something very close to a threat, or a promise. And still Harry yearned
to get closer to the bastard, even knowing that it wouldn’t be his own choice to be near him.
Knowing that Voldemort could, and would, take that choice from him if he felt it necessary.
Voldemort would not let his Horcrux suffer and die.



“I know,” Harry whispered and forced himself out the door and away from Voldemort, while
tears like acid ran down his face.
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A Helping Hand
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Astoria looked out the window, again. And yet again, no one moved in the darkening garden.
No Harry walking back from the beach or running, trying to run from his waking nightmares,
or even walking slowly trying to get a closer look at the peacocks. No Harry at all.

Harry hadn’t showed up to lunch, tea, or dinner since that evening where he had grabbed the
Dark Lord’s hand and looked so surprised, so shocked, that he had done it. The Dark Lord
had told her that he had spoken to Harry that night, but she didn’t know more than that. And
now it was three days since she or Draco had seen him.

Something felt wrong.

No, it had always been wrong. To expect a war hardened and weary man to be able to live
among enemies after such a long and bloody war. To simply marry him off to the enemy
leader and expect that to work out. She had tried to befriend Harry, tried to show him that he
had a place here, and people he could talk to, even if he couldn’t trust them. At least not yet.
Draco had done the same. They both had decided to help him as best as they could, even
before they had talked about it together. Draco had made it sound like he was on the fence,
but her husband had wanted to befriend Harry Potter since before the day they first met, so
that was a lot of nonsense. They had decided to give Harry what they could of friendship and
comfort, even before The Dark Lord asked them, not told them, to consider being friendly, if
not friends, towards his soon to be husband.

So, they tried, and she could see Harry react to their friendliness, even though she could also
see, almost feel, his misgiving. He was always cautious, always on guard. And she couldn’t
blame him one bit. To live like this, among enemies, married to the man that killed your
parents, not able to trust anyone to not attack you, not able to trust anyone to have your back
… She shuddered just to think about it. Harry was a stronger person than she was, because
she would never have been able to agree to the marriage, much less follow through.

Draco and she had really tried to help, and the Dark Lord himself hadn’t been antagonising
towards Harry as far as Astoria had observed, but still … She hadn’t been surprised in the
least when the obvious signs that Harry suffered started to show. It hurt to remember the dull
eyes and the shaking hands, or the hoarse voice. She knew, by personal experience, how
much screaming was necessary to get a voice like that, and how much it hurt to drink and eat,
or sometimes even to talk. She guessed, but didn’t know, that it was more than old trauma
and memories that haunted him. Even more than just living among enemies.

She just didn’t know what. Or what she could do to help.  

She sighed and turned towards the room. It was a drawing room made out in red velvet and
dark wood. It was Draco’s favourite drawing room and right now it held quite a lot of people.
Her eyes landed on the Dark Lord where he stood, talking to Fenrir Greyback, Rabastan



Lestrange and Germain Bandini. Bandini looked slightly ill at being in close proximity to the
werewolf, but he held fast. The Dark Lord had his glamour on, as he always did while there
were people about that didn’t live in the Manor. Even people that had been in his Inner
Circle, like she had been. Like she still was and always would be. She touched her left arm
and the Dark Mark beneath the material of the grey robe she wore. She knew what the Dark
Lord looked like, she knew how and why his appearance changed, and she knew what could
make his lips twitch with humour or how his eyes could light up when he was presented with
a suitable task to solve.

All of that was new, the change had happened about a year ago. Subtle at first, but now it was
impossible to miss, unless you were a complete and utter idiot. She didn’t know how or why,
but the Dark Lord had changed, and Astoria felt it was undoubtedly for the better. With these
changes, there had been one other that it had been impossible to miss, and now it was staring
her in the face. No, not staring, glaring.

The Dark Lord had some kind of soft spot for Harry Potter. She still remembered, vividly, the
evening he had told her that he wanted to marry Harry Potter and seal a peace treaty with
their marriage. She had been so relieved, so overjoyed, by the two words ‘peace treaty’, that
it had taken her several days to wonder about the marriage part. The first few months, even
while working hard towards the peace treaty and making the Ministry accept that they would
have to give up much, including Harry Potter, to get the peace they all wanted, she had
assumed that Harry would be a sacrifice. As harsh as that was, she could live with that
thought if he made the choice himself. One man to end the war, before the war ended all of
them.

Let the Dark Lord finally kill Harry Potter like he had tried for so long and let there be peace.

Then she noticed the way her Lord spoke of Harry. Like Harry would be with them for some
time if he accepted the marriage, and she grew cold. A fast Avada Kedavra was one thing.
Months and years with torture and humiliation among enemies? She didn’t wish that on
anyone, even though she didn’t stop working against that goal even for a minute.

Then, after Harry had accepted, the Dark Lord made it clear to her that there was something
going on, a lot more than she could guess, when he asked her about a suitable place to live
with his new husband. He could build one, in time, but they needed one right now. She had
offered him a wing of Malfoy Manor without hesitation, and he had taken some of the elves
to redecorate three suites in that wing. He had taken as much care with Harry’s rooms as he
had with his own. Soft furniture and carpets, deep jewel colours everywhere, including the art
on the walls. Enough light and air to suit anyone. He even stocked the bathroom and the
study with everything one could want in those rooms. And when she mentioned Dobby as an
alternative to Harry’s personal elf and offered to try and find him, the Dark Lord had not only
acquiesced to her offer, but he had also thanked her for coming up with the idea!

There was a lot more going on than Astoria knew. Even now when it had been three days
since she had seen Harry and a small voice in the back of her head tried to tell her that maybe
he was dead, maybe the Dark Lord had killed him, she didn’t really believe it. Not really.
Because the Dark Lord has shown more concern towards Harry then he had ever shown
anyone else, including her. He had talked to Harry after Harry almost burned down the



morning room with Fiendfyre and killed them all. Talked, not punished in any way. And he
was more willing to listen to Harry’s thoughts and ideas, then to anyone else’s, again
including her.

Astoria couldn’t help but be pleased about it. It made it seem like the Dark Lord wanted a
partner in his marriage, and not a puppet.

Right now, she didn’t know where Harry was or how he was. She hoped he was in his rooms,
and she suspected he felt absolutely awful, if his declining health, both mental and physical,
had been anything to go by, but even if he were in his rooms … She couldn’t go and speak to
him without permission, not when Harry hadn’t been seen in three days.

Decided, she crossed the room, stopped four steps away from her Lord and bowed low. She
would remain in that bow until he noticed her and told her to rise. No need to crawl or kiss
his robes anymore, even kneeling was only for when real offence had occurred. Not that she
had done a lot of crawling at any point. She knew her place and her job, and she was very,
very good at it. Not like other people she could mention, that deserved to do a bit of crawling
in their stupidity.

“Astoria?”

It had taken less than four seconds for her Lord to see her and give her his attention. She
smiled towards the floor, before she wiped the smile off her face and looked up. She saw the
question in her Lord’s eyes while he did a small gesture to let her straighten up. Draco looked
at her from across the room, one pale eyebrow raised. Greyback sneered at her, while Bandini
looked worried and Lestrange looked at her like he often did lately, like something disgusting
he had found under his shoe. Apparently, she might have to remind him who was the
strongest of them, who was the best duellist and who had the most of their Lord’s regard.
While she didn’t mind doing that, she did mind the reason for why it was necessary. 

Astoria stepped away, letting her Lord lead the way to a corner before she raised a privacy
charm.

“My Lord, I apologise for the intrusion on your evening, but I worry for Mr. Potter. I haven’t
seen him in days, and he was very ill the last time I did see him. May I seek him out and see
if I can help him in any way?”

The Dark Lord scrutinised her for a few moments while she calmly met his eyes, and then he
nodded.

“He is worse than the last time you saw him, but I am unable to get through to him, and
unable to help him because he refuses to have me near. I am getting to the point where I will
have to force him to accept help, whether he wants to or not. But if you could get him to talk
to you, to see if there is any way for him to accept the help, without forcing the issue … That
would be appreciated.”

Astoria could feel herself pale. “Worse … my Lord?”



He had looked like he was dying on his feet the last time she saw him. Not starving,
necessarily, the potions from Draco had helped, but still dying.

“Yes, worse. He is not able to take any potions because they do not stay down. He is able to
drink just enough water to not thirst to death, I believe, at least for the moment. I do not
believe he has slept much at all since the last time you saw him. Be careful.”

He might be delirious. He might try to attack you, was what her Lord didn’t say.

“I see. With your leave, I will go right now.”

“Do that.”

It took everything in Astoria not to run towards the wing and the rooms where Harry was,
and then she carefully knocked on the doors to Harry’s suite and carefully opened the door
while announcing herself in a clear, but not too loud, voice. Harry wasn’t in the dark sitting
room and at first glance, she didn’t think he was in his bedroom either, but then she saw a
glow in the corner. She blinked, but the golden and black glow remained there, in the corner.

Slowly she went towards the glow, and the man with his back pressed against the wall. At
first, she wanted to breathe a sigh of relief, he didn’t look too bad, not like she had imagined.
Then that glow got stronger, a wave of gold and black washed out of him, struck a barrier,
and was sent back. He flinched, but absorbed the wild magic, and then sparks danced around
him for a moment and disappeared.

Astoria wanted to gasp. To fall to the floor crying. To throw up.

The man that had taught her duelling cards, that had smiled at her, that had teased her, that
had healed her; he was no more than skin, bones and hollow eyes. She wasn’t certain how he
could even be alive.

The wave of magic took another circuit, out of Harry, crashing against the barrier and then
back into Harry, followed by the sparks of magic around him.

“Harry?” She knelt outside the barrier he had raised to keep his magic away from everyone
else. “Can you hear me?”

At first, she thought he couldn’t. He stared into the air with dull, green eyes. Then, slowly, so
slowly, he turned his head and looked at her with those dull eyes.

“You can hear me?”

“Yes.” It was a croak with a hoarse, destroyed voice.

“What is happening, Harry?”

He just stared at her.

“Harry, please. You cannot go on this way, you have to share the burden and let us help you.”
She swallowed. “Please. You are dying, please, tell me what I can do to help.”



“Nothing.” He was labouring to talk and to breathe.

Astoria did a fast diagnostic charm and had to force her dinner down at the result. Harry’s
body was on its way to shut down completely. A few hours more and the damage would be
irreparable.

“Harry, Harry, you are dying, literally dying in front of me. There must be something I can do
to help! Or the Dark Lord …”

“The fucking bastard did this to me!” He shouted and then began coughing, gasping for air
for several moments before filling his lungs again.

Astoria almost wanted to deny it, because the Dark Lord had said that he would help Harry,
even if Harry didn’t want help. Why would he decide to help if he was the one who made
Harry suffer? But then, there were many reasons and many ways to bind someone to you.
And none of them truly made for equality. Maybe the Dark Lord did want to be married to a
puppet, after all, just a different kind than Astoria had thought of, or known of.

Surprisingly, the thought made her sad, and disappointed. She had never really been
disappointed in her Lord before. Why go through all this … Why give Harry some freedom,
some kindness, some hope … and then just take it away in the worst way possible? Why this
kind of torture?

“Harry, tell me what is going on, and then we will find a way to solve it, if not today, then
another day. We will make this better, we will make this work, I promise.”

“You can’t … promise something like that … Not when your bastard Lord is behind it.”
Harry showed her his teeth, they were bloody from his torn gums. A fanatical, hateful light
sprang up in his eyes for a second, and then died. “And it’s not possible to change … to make
it better. I know that much.”

“Alright. Tell me what’s happening. Tell me what’s going on. Share the burden, and maybe it
will not help what is happening to you, but you won’t be alone anymore. I will help you, if
only with my presence when you need it, or with words or with distraction. You are dying,
and the Dark Lord said that he will get you the help you need, even if you don’t want it, so
tell me, and let’s figure out a way to deal with this.”

Harry looked at her for a long moment.

“If I tell you, he might kill you for knowing.”

She got to her feet without hesitation. “I will ask him to come and tell you what you may and
may not tell me. If he does that, will you then tell me, will you let me help in any way I can?”

Again, he studied her with those dull eyes. Dull, desperate eyes. Hopeless eyes.

“Yes.”

“Do you promise?”



“I promise.”

Astoria had never been so close to running through the Manor in her life, screw decorum. She
kept it in check, barely, and found her way to the drawing room in haste. Apparently, she did
screw decorum a bit anyway, because she ripped open the door and made enough noise that
almost everyone was looking at her when she practically marched across the room. No one
spoke, no one tried to stop her. And when the Dark Lord turned to see where everyone was
looking, he began walking towards her even before she really drew close.

She stopped and let him lead out of the room before he waved her up beside him.

“He really is dying,” she said when they were far enough away from the drawing room to not
be heard by anyone there. “His body is hours away from total collapse. I tried to make him
tell me what was happening, to help him in any way I can, even though he is convinced that
the actual problem is impossible to do anything about.”

“There is nothing to do about … the problem,” the Dark Lord confirmed.

Astoria flinched and could feel him rifling through her thoughts. Finding her sadness over the
situation, and her disappointment in him for doing this to Harry.

“I’m sorry, my Lord!” She started kneeling, but he stopped her with a touch on her shoulder
and they continued towards Harry’s suite. “I simply do not understand your actions. I’m sorry
for my thoughts.”

“What caused this, happened years ago, Astoria, many years ago, and there is no possible
way to solve the situation once and for all. The only solution is to deal with it. And Harry is
the one who has to deal with the worst of it, unfortunately. It will not be easy for him, and I
appreciate that. That does not mean that I will let him die because of it.”

“I understand, my Lord, and I’m sorry for my doubts. May he tell me what is happening, so I
can be there for him, at least, and maybe find some way to make things easier?”

“If you are willing to take that burden, and he is willing to talk, then yes, he may.”

“He promised to tell me if you told him what I could and could not know. He worried that I
would be killed for knowing.”

“He must already care somewhat for you, to acknowledge and care about that fact. He may
tell you everything he wants to tell you, but if he tells you all, then I want a vow of silence
from you afterward.”

“Of course, my Lord.”

They reached Harry’s suite, but the Dark Lord stopped in the drawing room.

“It is best if I do not come too close, at the moment.”

Astoria nodded. “What may Harry tell me, my Lord?” she asked in a clear voice that Harry
would be able to hear. She saw him on the other side of the bedroom, watching them.



“He may tell you anything he wants to tell you. If he tells you all, I will demand a vow of
silence, but that is all.”

“Thank you, my Lord.”

The Dark Lord left, and Astoria went to sit by Harry on the floor.

“Please, tell me Harry.”

“You might regret knowing.”

“If it can help you; then no, I will not regret it.”

“It can’t help me. Nothing can.”

“Not with the problem, no, but with handling it, so you aren’t so alone.”

He hesitated. “It happened years and years ago. I didn’t know. He didn’t either. He found out
not so long ago. It started all this, the marriage and the peace, I mean. I still didn’t know, until
that night, two or three nights ago …”

“Three nights,” Astoria said with a low voice.

He gave her a nod. “He told me then, so now I know too. It was already bad, but it is even
worse now. Really, really bad.” He closed his eyes and shuddered.

“Can you tell me?” she whispered.

He opened his eyes and looked at her. Now his eyes were wild, haunted, scared.

“Astoria …”

“I’m here. I’m listening.”

“I need him. I hate him. I despise him. I do not want him in any way. But I need him.
Literally need him. To live.”

Astoria had never heard of a spell or a curse or any kind of magic that could do that. Simulate
it, maybe, but she already knew that Harry was dying. He really needed the Dark Lord to live.
And she could easily see why that had led to this situation. To need your worst enemy that
way … That could break anyone.

“And I won’t beg him, I won’t! I won’t crawl to him for help, I refuse! I will not even ask the
fucking bastard for help! I will not crawl!”

“I understand.” She met his gaze and refrained from mentioning that it sounded like the Dark
Lord would do what was required anyway. Harry wouldn’t want to hear that right now. He
wouldn’t be able to believe it, either. “I understand, Harry. If the Dark Lord wants anyone to
crawl or beg for him to help you, I will do so in your stead.” She didn’t even hesitate before
offering.



“I would imagine that wouldn’t be the same as having his old enemy do it.”

“Nevertheless, I will do so.”

“I will not crawl to him for help, when he did this to me!”

“You will not have to.” She wasn’t entirely certain that he could hear her or understand her.

“It’s bad enough that he did this! That I have to live with this! That I have to … to be close to
him, just to be able to survive!” A dry heave shook his body and a couple of tears ran down
his cheeks. “I have to be close to him to survive!” He almost shouted.

The words were so desperate, Astoria felt her own eyes burn with tears. To be this cornered
… Astoria could easily understand his desperation. To know that there was no way out, that
your worst enemy was the only way to survive and that he wouldn’t let you die either. No
way out, trapped …

Yes, she could understand his desperation and his rage and his decision never to crawl or beg
for the help he very much didn’t want.

“I will not crawl! I will not beg!”

Astoria brushed away the tears that had escaped her eyes and met Harry’s gaze.

“I will go and tell the Dark Lord right now. You will not have to crawl or beg, Harry. He will
have to concede that much, even if he should have wanted you to do so.”

“He is the Dark Lord. He rules Wizarding Britain. Why should he ever concede anything?!”

She got to her feet. “I will be right back. We will figure it out, you will see.”

She hurried through the bedroom and towards the doors that led to the hallway. This time she
really would run to find the Dark Lord. If Harry could accept help, if he didn’t have to beg
for it, then that was important for the Dark Lord to know. And it was necessary that he knew
it now because Harry was getting dangerously close to his deadline.

She ripped open the door out to the hallway but hadn’t even begun to run when she saw the
Dark Lord by a window a few doors down. He hadn’t left. Maybe he hoped that she really
could help Harry, that she really could make him accept the help. She didn’t know if she had,
but she knew that she had to try. He whipped around and stared at her.

“Please, my Lord, he should hear me tell you this.”

The Dark Lord was fast, even if he didn’t give the impression of running, and soon they again
stood in the door to the bedroom.

“You will not be surprised if I tell you that Harry hates this situation and finds it intolerable,”
she began hurriedly.

“That does not surprise me, no.”



“He knows that he needs help, but he doesn’t want to ask for it, much less beg you for it. I
have told him that if you want him to beg for the help he needs to survive, I will do so in his
stead, if you will let me. He doesn’t think that you will.”

The Dark Lord frowned. “I do not expect him to beg for help. I do not know how I can help
him when required, if he refuses to even ask, but if that is what has to happen for him to
accept the help, then that problem will be resolved too.”

Astoria swiftly bowed to him and went to Harry.

She knelt in front of him. “Harry, did you hear the Dark Lord? Begging and crawling will not
be necessary. Did you hear that part? We will even find a way so that you will not even have
to ask, when you need help again.”

That this wasn’t a one time occurrence gave Astoria chills, at first she hadn’t even considered
that, but she soldiered on.

“We will find a means for you to get the help you need, without even having to ask, I
promise.”

Harry was staring blindly at her.

“Harry, can you hear me?” She cast a diagnostic charm and read the results exactly when
Harry started to seizure. The magic that constantly had been flowing in and out of him, was
snuffed out completely and the room went dark. Astoria sprang to her feet and backed away.
“My Lord!”

She had been too slow. She should have asked earlier today! She should have asked
yesterday! How could she believe that not seeing Harry for days on end could ever have a
decent outcome! She should have asked about seeing him before now! Now it was too late!

The Dark Lord was beside her then, ripping down the barrier that had contained Harry’s
magic and putting his hands on Harry’s face and neck. The effect was instantaneous and
horrifying. Harry’s back arched; his mouth opened in a silent scream and then his body
slammed into the Dark Lord. He was clawing at the Dark Lord’s back and a desperate
keening noise erupted from him.

Astoria backed away. She doubted she could do anything to help now. She only hoped that
Harry would survive despite his body collapsing, and despite his attack on the Dark Lord.
When she looked back, she caught a glimpse of Harry’s face in the light the Dark Lord had
conjured. His face was pale as snow and his lips were bloody, but worse than that, while his
hands still were clawing at the Dark Lord’s back, his bloodshot eyes were empty. Completely
empty and staring. Like a doll.

Or like a dead man.

Astoria swallowed hard and closed the doors between the bedroom and the drawing room and
then she stopped before the doors out to the hallway. The noises behind her still made her



skin crawl and she wondered exactly what had happened to Harry, what the Dark Lord had
done that he hadn’t known about until recently.

Slowly, she dried her tears and found her composure and left Harry’s suite, and the terrible,
desperate noises behind.

They had guests. She needed to be a hostess.

And she could only hope that when all was said and done, Harry would still be among her
guests.
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Blood and Bile

Chapter Notes
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The light was low and stable, not a fire or a candle. He lay on something soft, not the floor he
had kept himself to the last few days. There was naked skin against his cheek and chest,
against his arms and against his back. Skin slightly cooler than his own, but smooth and hard
with muscle. He groaned a low protest even before he fully understood what that sensation
meant.

“Do not move,” the words were a command, the voice terser than Harry had heard it in a long
time. “We will get you to a position that you can handle better, but so far you have gone
partly insane every time you have tried to do so. Wait a moment and let us figure out how
best to do it. Please.”

“I don’t follow.” His voice was even rougher than before, if that was even possible. It hurt to
talk.

“I am not surprised. You have gained consciousness, if we can call it that, three times now,
this is the fourth, and immediately started fighting me. All that led to, was a new bout of
insanity when you got too far from me, and a new round of unconsciousness.” There was
exasperation in Voldemort’s voice and his arms tightened around Harry’s back a moment
before he loosened them again. “It would please me if we could try something else now. The
fact that you are able to talk gives me hope.”

“What happened?”

“The soul fragment made you very ill when you kept away from me for so long, it almost
killed you.”

“How is it logical for it to kill me? Will it get back to you that way?”

“No. And it is not a thinking being, it cannot make plans or decide to do anything.”

“That’s good, at least, I think. Wait a minute, I thought Horcruxes were supposed to be
durable, to the point of eternal, unless they messed with basilisks or Fiendfyre?”

“Inanimate Horcruxes, yes. Living ones, obviously not. You are quite a bit less resilient,
unfortunately,” Voldemort said drily.

Harry was beginning to struggle against the awareness that he was in Voldemort’s arms, in
his own bed, and that they both were naked from the waist up. He still wore his trousers, as
did Voldemort, at least he thought so without being able to look, thank fuck. The worst part
was probably the fact that one of his own arms was clinging to Voldemort’s back, the other
one was between them and unable to cling. He couldn’t let go. And he didn’t want to think
about that.



He really, really didn’t.

“Let us try to turn you around to get your back to me, before you start hyperventilating. That
is probably as much space the soul shard is willing to give you right now.”

Harry hadn’t noticed that he had begun to breathe faster, but he was already getting
lightheaded.

“If you can get your arm closer to yourself, slowly …”

It was hard to follow Voldemort’s suggestion. Not because he didn’t want to, but his own arm
was fighting him, trying to get back around Voldemort. He managed, but by then he was
already hyperventilating and crying. He didn’t know what he did because of the soul
fragment and what he did because of his own distress, and that was truly disturbing.
Voldemort used magic to levitate him and hurriedly turn him around, so Harry’s back was to
Voldemort’s chest.

Harry clung to Voldemort’s arms that lay across his chest, holding him to Voldemort. Clung
to them and cried and cried and tried to breathe and swore and gulped for air and shivered
and cried even more.

“I hate you!” he hissed when he finally had enough air to speak.

“I am not surprised,” was his answer, smooth, cool, and calm.

So calm.

It made Harry cry even harder, he shivered again and barely bit back a whimper.

“I hate you. I hate you. I hate you. I hate you. I hate you. I hate you.” It became a litany, only
interspersed with quiet sobs.

He didn’t know how much time had passed before he was able to quiet down from the …
panic attack, was his best guess. He still clung to Voldemort’s arms, and Voldemort was still
holding him as calmly as before. When Harry tried to let go of Voldemort to scrub at his own
face with one hand, he noticed that he couldn’t. He really couldn’t, even if he had managed to
let go when he changed positions.

“I can’t let go!” He pulled at his own hand. “I can’t even get my grip to loosen! I can’t …!”

“I know, and if you keep trying you will only work yourself up again.”

“I have a right to get worked up when my own body doesn’t obey me!”

“Yes, you have that right, but it will not help you now. Even though you are not as resilient as
an inanimate Horcrux, you have evaded death quite a lot for a human, if my sources are
correct. Tell me about that.”

“What does that have to do with anything!” Harry almost shrieked.



“Right now; distraction, because getting another panic attack will not help you in any way. In
the long run, it might answer whether you are … not quite immortal, but close to it.”

Harry froze. “Immortal? Because I’m … I’m … Damn it!”

“Yes, because of that. And I said, not immortal, but … more likely to survive than others in
dangerous situations.”

“What do you mean?”

“I believe that you are unnaturally hard to kill, and that that is a consequence of being my
Horcrux. You can die, you can be killed, but it is much more likely that you will die from old
age then from an accident or murder. Luck simply cannot be behind all of your extraordinary
escapes from death.”

“Just because you haven’t managed to kill me doesn’t mean that someone won’t be able to.
You could have done it too, if you hadn’t been overly fond of monologues,” Harry muttered.

“Yes, I seem to remember that,” was all he got for his grumbles.

What was it with Voldemort and his uncanny calm? Was he raging inside but capable of
keeping it locked up, or was he really this calm despite all of Harry’s protests and
complaints? It was a mystery. But Harry honestly didn’t know what he would have done if
Voldemort began to hiss threats right now, or tried to hold him harder or to hurt him. He
knew it wouldn’t be good, though.

So, despite the fact that he hated the situation with everything in him, and despite the fact that
he already had experienced a panic attack and most likely would experience many more
because of this situation, he was grateful for the fact that Voldemort managed to keep calm
and not make it worse. Because it could easily be worse, Harry was sure of that.

“But I’m accidental,” Harry said slowly after thinking about it. “I’m not even a proper … a
regular … Fuck! You did not mean to do this, that’s what I’m trying to say. You didn’t do the
ritual to actually make a Horcrux that night. I’m not even an actual … thing,” he finished
with gritted teeth. “I shouldn’t have any kind of protection because of that.”

Voldemort hesitated. “I did not complete the ritual, no, but I did begin it. While you are
accidental, I cannot tell if you are complete or not. I am not certain that has much
significance in this context.”

“You began, but didn’t complete … You were going to use my death to make your last
Horcrux! A child! You are a sick bastard, has anyone told you that?!” The words just tumbled
out of him.

“You have done so, several times in the last few hours.”

Harry stiffened, but Voldemort’s tone was dry, if anything, not hateful or accusatory.
Thinking about it, he hadn’t reacted to Harry telling him he hated him either, not at all. He
really seemed to be perfectly calm.



“I have? I don’t … Wait! Few hours! How long …”

“It is closing in on three hours. You were delirious and dying. I do not doubt that it made the
whole situation worse than it needed to be, than it might be in the future. How much do you
remember?”

“From what?”

“The last day or so.”

“I …” Harry frowned and tried to think back. It was blurry and dark and painful and
sickening and …

Harry retched once, then again and then he was scrambling to get to the edge of the bed.
Scrambling across spots of blood and bile and pain and his head throbbed, and he thought he
might pass out while retching over the edge of the bed. Only bile came up. He couldn’t
remember the last time he ate or drank anything.

Pain lanced his throat and his head, and he retched again.

More bile.

He sobbed.

The pain raced down his spine and exploded outwards. The world went painfully white and
shattered. He heard his own screams.

Then the world went blessedly dark.

He was shivering but could feel both the arms and blankets around him.

“There was blood …” he croaked. He thought it had been rather a lot. “On the sheets …”

There was a minuscule sigh, but Harry heard it, even felt it against his neck.

“One of the times you woke up, tried to get away and became delirious; you bit your tongue
nearly in half and then almost choked on it. I have been healing you more or less
continuously. Harry, your body very nearly shut down completely. I know that you despise
this, but I will not allow it to go this far again. If you have to fight me to be able to tolerate
this; then fight me. But it will not happen again.”

“I hate you … so much … but I’m so very tired of fighting …”

“Then will you permit us to come to some kind of agreement to solve the situation?”

“I hate you. I hate you. I hate you. I hate you. I hate you. I hate you.”

Voldemort didn’t react. He was like stone behind Harry. Soft, living, breathing stone, that
didn’t try to crush the life out of Harry.



Not physically, at least.

After a long silence Harry whispered, and knew that his voice sounded pleading, but he
couldn’t change it:

“I’m not going to beg. I’m not going to crawl before you and beg for help! I’m not!” He
sounded desperate and fresh tears made his voice thick. “I’m not going to do that!”

“Then you do not remember your conversation with Astoria?”

“Astoria … No … She was here?”

“Yes. And you told her that you would not beg me or crawl before me for help, that you did
not even want to have to ask. She told me this and while I do not know how to give you the
help you now need, when you need it, if you will not even ask; I acquiesced. You need my
help to survive, and if we can find a method where you can tell me when you need help, then
asking will not be necessary. And you will never have to beg, crawl, or grovel, or anything
else for that matter.”

“This situation … it is not alright in any way, shape or form.”

The Dark Lord huffed at him. Actually huffed at him.

“I am not the one who suffers the most and not the one who went blindly into this, so my
opinion hardly matters, but consider this: I was prepared to spend some hours with you every
day in return for a better and more stable soul and mind. That was the plan. What I got … is
something completely different. I am surprised and … dismayed about this fact. But again, it
hardly matters. It happened. Now we have to learn to live with it.”

Harry thought about it for a moment. “Yes, having tea and dinner together every day has to
be quite different than knowing that you have to give up … how much time do you think? …
every day to keep me somewhat stable and alive. You most decidedly didn’t get what you
bargained for.”

“I did not. Or I did not get what I thought I bargained for. That is also a part of dealing with
the Dark Arts, of which Horcruxes definitely are a part. As for how many hours each day …
at this juncture I would not want to speculate. Today was an extreme circumstance, or I
would like to hope so. If you do not push yourself so much, it might be different, both the
experience and the time it takes to … quiet the soul fragment.”

“It has to be skin on skin contact?” Harry asked slowly.

“Oh, yes, believe me, there is no question of that.”

Harry thought he felt Voldemort shudder a bit and looked down to where his hands still clung
to Voldemort’s arms. His fingers and nails were bloody. He blinked at the sight.

“Did I attack myself, or you?” he asked.



“Me. Though it was less an attack and more desperation and need. You ripped through my
robes and a lot of skin on my back, to try to get closer, I assume. One of several reasons I
know that it is skin against skin contact that counts, and that nothing else will do. Of course,
if you need proof for yourself, and I will understand it if you do, we may try to recreate the
situation in more controlled circumstances, if possible. So that you can observe the
differences yourself.”

“I don’t remember attacking you.”

“You were delirious.”

“Is it possible to recreate the situation in a more controlled circumstance?”

“I do not know for certain. But if you do not push yourself as far as you did now, and then try
to get close to me with clothes or blankets between us, I believe you should notice a
difference. Hopefully not as … forcefully as today.” Voldemort tightened his arms just a bit
before loosening his grip round Harry again.

“I wish it wasn’t necessary at all. I really, really wish it wasn’t necessary,” Harry whispered.
“And I do not know if I can force myself to get close to you, when I know how close I have
to be … Maybe if the soul fragment takes over again, but … I don’t want that either. That
was … not … good …”

Voldemort didn’t answer and they were silent for a while.

“You said that it isn’t you who suffers the most, what did you mean by that?” Harry asked,
because silence wasn’t helping at all. “Other than that I obviously suffer the most out of the
two of us.”

“The last few days have not been comfortable for me. I haven’t really been quite myself for a
few weeks, but I didn’t notice. I thought I was in a bad mood after the debacle at the Ministry
and the consequences of that; the press, Madam Bones, you, the obvious security holes that
no one caught because there were two forces that were unused to cooperation and
communication with others. If I were in a bad mood and had a constant headache, that would
not be at all remarkable.

“The last few days, when I had accepted that it was the soul fragment that made difficulties
for you … I realised that it transferred to me. And as everything else; it was more than I
experienced with Nagini. You became a lot worse than I think she can ever be because of
this, and thus I got a small portion of that.”

“Bad mood and a headache, that’s all you got while I was delirious and dying? That hardly
seems fair.”

“If it is any consolation, Harry, it was a bit more intense the last few days,” Voldemort said
wryly. “I could still function normally. I am used to functioning while insane, at least
somewhat, so it was not too hard. But if it had gotten a lot worse … what would have
happened if both of us were incapacitated?”



“Hmm. You have a valid point. Then, can’t we use that as a measurement for when I need
your help?”

“Let me reiterate; you were delirious and dying! We will not let it get to that point again. If I
had known anything less than I do about healing, you would be dead now.”

“So … that’s a no to that suggestion then?”

“A resounding no. And you will meet with a Healer in the next twenty-four hours.”

“Fine. Any suggestions?”

Harry wasn’t going to protest about seeing a Healer. He knew that he had harmed his body by
starving it, once again, and then it was all that had happened the last few days too. If not for
Hermione and her stubbornness, there was a very good chance he would already have died of
malnutrition. She had dragged him to a Healer after a drunken night when he had confessed
just how little he had gotten to eat in the ten years with the Dursley’s and every summer after
that, too. The Healer had confirmed Hermione’s suspicions. Harry would have died before he
reached twenty-five years of age, and not from any curse, but from the abuse and starvation
he suffered as a child.

Hermione’s rabid fierceness when it came to getting Harry to take the potions the Healer
prescribed for him, as well as almost forcing him to eat as often as he could, had been able to
cure the malnutrition and give Harry a longer lease on life. It was one of many reasons Harry
owed Hermione his life.

“Suggestions on Healers?” Voldemort asked.

“No, on possible methods for getting your help with this shit, when I’m incapable of asking
for it. As for Healers, if he is still alive, I would like to contact Healer Brentwood. I have
talked with him before, and he knows … a lot … about me. He was at St. Mungo’s last time I
heard anything about him.”

“Incapable of asking? And I will contact the Healer for you.”

“Yes, incapable. I literally can’t force myself to ask … I’m almost choking on the word even
now,” Harry ground out and swallowed hard against the bile in his throat while he shivered.

This was his life. This was going to be his life now. How often would it be necessary to have
skin against skin contact with Voldemort to stay stable? Every week? Several times a week?
Every day? He shivered hard. Every fucking day? That would be just his luck, wouldn’t it?

And none of them knew right now. Not how often it would be necessary nor how long it
would have to last each time. Neither of them even knew what the warning signs would be.
Would Harry feel uncomfortable at first, like he had done this time, or would he go straight to
delirious, and how long did he have from the first warning to collapse? Would they be able to
delay the necessity of skin against skin contact, if they stayed in the same room more?

So many questions, and so few answers.



The story of his life.

“I see,” Voldemort said. “While you seeking me out would be unusual enough in itself to give
me a clue … What about a phrase or a word, to make the message come across loud and
clear? Not a request for help or anything like that,” he said when Harry stiffened, “but
something that makes it obvious that you need … this. Obvious to me, that is, not to anyone
else.”

“Not a bad idea, but I honestly don’t know if I will be able to do even that much,” Harry
admitted.

“You will not be asking for help, simply informing me that you need it.”

“That might be too close to asking.”

Voldemort sighed a minuscule sigh again. 

“I know empathy isn’t your strong suit; but try and put yourself in my shoes for a moment. A
man killed your parents, had a lot of your close friends killed, including your Godfather, and
also kept a war going for years and tried to kill you every chance he got … Then everything
gets turned on its head and now you need physical contact with that same man to stay alive,
and to die is no longer an option. How easy would you find it to even admit that you need
that physical contact; even knowing what will happen if you don’t get it in time?”

Voldemort was silent for a long while.

“As you say, empathy is not my strong suit,” he started slowly, “but there is nothing wrong
with my reasoning, not anymore, and I am able to follow what you are saying. However, I
still do not see a method where you can get the help you need, if you cannot tell me
somehow. Unless you want me to seek you out and ask several times a day?”

“I truly want to say hell no to that suggestion, but honestly … That might be better, for a
while at least. I don’t particularly want to go through this again, but … my mind rebels when
I think about having to make it clear that I need this kind of … help.”

“Then we have a temporary solution. I will find you and ask you, and … will you be able to
answer me truthfully?”

“I … I promise to try my best to do so. That’s all I can actually promise.”

“Then I will also make my own judgement, if I think that you are incapable of answering
truthfully at that point, or if you seem to be suffering more than you are ready to admit.” He
stopped. “Harry, are you willing to give me consent to help you, even if you at that point
refuse, because of delirium or fear or the like? This time I waited as long as I did, to give you
every opportunity to consent, but now, knowing how bad it can become and how incredibly
obstinate you are … I will not wait that long again.”

Harry swallowed hard. His heart started hammering. “Consent to give me skin against skin
contact to calm down the soul fragment before it harms or kills me? Skin against skin



contact, like we have now?”

“Exactly. As close to what we have now as possible. Preferably before it hurts you, too.”

His heart was hammering away in his head now, and he shivered. “I … alright,” he
whispered. “Alright.” He hesitated. “You should know, I might lash out if I feel cornered, it’s
a wonder that I didn’t do so this time, actually. And … if you look … like in the graveyard …
that might just … kill us both.” He was breathing far too fast, and he had to focus to slow
down his breathing again.

“I will always use a glamour to prevent that reaction, and I will be as careful as I possibly
can. Hopefully, you will never get to the point that you did today, again. To begin with, I will
ask several times a day, and if you notice anything in yourself and are able to send some kind
of message, please do so. In time we will learn more about how this works and be able to
work with it, and around it, better.”

“I hope so.” Harry scrubbed a hand over his face, froze and stared at his hand. “Apparently I
can move my hand, hands,” he slowly removed the other hand from Voldemort’s arm, “away
from you now. Do you think that means that the soul fragment has … calmed down, or
something?”  

“It has been four hours, so that would be good. Are you willing to try to move away from
me?”

“Yes.” It was fine to remove his hands and it was fine that Voldemort removed his arms and
Harry slowly inched away from Voldemort’s chest while observing his own reactions
carefully. No pain. No panic. No confusion. No incessant need to get closer to Voldemort. 

Harry moved to sit on the edge of the bed with a relieved sigh. “Thank fuck!” He ran his
hands through his dirty hair and then looked at his blood and bile covered arms and hands. “I
need a shower, or ten.”

“I agree.” Voldemort moved behind him. He could hear and feel him leave the bed. “I will let
you do that. Remember to drink water and take the nutrient potion, I assume that it will not
be a problem to keep things down now. Eat if you are able. I will get the Healer here first
thing in the morning. Do you have a Dreamless Sleep potion?”

“Yeah, and I’m going to take it, so it would be good if the Healer got here second thing in the
morning instead. I don’t remember the last time I actually slept at all.”

“Done. I will see you when the Healer arrives.”

Harry looked over his shoulder when he heard Voldemort move away. Voldemort was dressed
only in slacks, his hair was tousled and his pale back was marred with something that looked
a lot more like claw marks than scratch marks. Harry looked down at his hands and his blood
covered fingertips. He hoped that it wasn’t actually claw marks, that would be all he needed
right now.



Voldemort left the room and Harry’s gaze went to the corner he suspected he had been sitting
in for the last few days. His t-shirt lay there in tatters, so did Voldemort’s robes. He got
shakily to his feet, picked the robes up and held them out in front of him. The back was
slashed several places, so were the shoulders. Almost certainly by claws.

Fuck.

Had Voldemort noticed? There wasn’t a lot the bastard didn’t notice. How long before he
decided to ask about it? Harry didn’t know the answer to any of the questions Voldemort was
likely to ask. Or, well, he knew a few, but none he particularly wanted to part with, and none
that could answer as to how there were claw marks on Voldemort’s robe and back.

It was yet another thing in his life that didn’t have a proper answer.

Yet another thing that shouldn’t really have been possible.

Fuck.

Harry scrubbed at his face. “Dobby.”

“Master Harry sir! Dobby be worried about Master Harry!” The little elf wrung his hands and
stared at Harry with big, wet eyes.

“I know, Dobby, I’m sorry. I hope it won’t get that bad again. Could you please burn the
clothes and clean up and air out the room while I try to get clean?”

“Of course, Master Harry!”

“Thanks. And if you could get me something light to eat after I have showered and a bottle of
water, so I have that close by, I need to rehydrate.”

“Yes, Master Harry!”

Harry gave him the destroyed robes and slowly went over to a table where he had the boxes
with potion vials from Draco. He swallowed down a nutrient potion, got clean underwear,
sleep pants and a t-shirt out of the wardrobe and went into the bathroom and into the shower.

It felt heavenly to get clean, to wash off the stink of blood and bile and sweat and fear and
desperation. Both his legs and his arms shook by the time he sat down in the now clean bed.
The whole room smelled fresh and clean and nice. Both water and juice were on his
nightstand and Dobby appeared soon after with a tray with soup and fresh dinner rolls and a
small bowl of cut up fruit.

“Thank you, Dobby.” Harry ate sitting up in bed, and he ate slowly, a bit of everything, but
the only thing he finished was the soup. His stomach started to protest, and he knew the drill.
After a period of little food or starvation, he needed to be careful with what and how much he
ate and build up to eat a proper amount of food, over time.

Dobby took the tray and gave him a fresh bottle of water, before Harry took the Dreamless
Sleep potion and let himself disappear from a world that simply was too exhausting and



upsetting and confusing, right now.  
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Getting Up

Chapter Notes
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Healer Brentwood was in Harry’s suite less than half an hour after Harry finished his
breakfast the morning after. Or early afternoon, as it was past twelve. The Healer got shown
into the suite’s drawing room by Voldemort himself, and Voldemort remained by the door.
The Healer looked over his shoulder at Voldemort and then at Harry.

“It’s alright,” Harry said and held out a hand in greeting. “My husband can stay. But I would
prefer it if we kept the examination focused on the past two months or so.”

Healer Brentwood shook Harry’s hand and nodded to him. “Last two months; we can keep it
to that, Mr. Potter.” He looked Harry over. “I think I can see one obvious problem, but would
you please remove your shirt and trousers, so I can ascertain your condition?”

Harry took off his t-shirt and jeans and when he met the Healers eyes again, the Healer said:

“Mr. Potter, I’m sure I told you that you couldn’t keep losing weight, that your body can’t
take it. You need to eat regularly to stay healthy.”

He slowly and carefully touched Harry’s shoulders, arms, chest and back before continuing
down his legs, sometimes he waved his wand and muttered a spell. Then he used a
measurement tape to take measures of him. This time he didn’t stop by any of the scars that
covered Harry. Harry knew how he looked, and it wasn’t good.

“It’s hard to stay healthy in a war,” Harry answered. “I did try my best, though, I promise.
Hermi wouldn’t let me do anything else.”

The Healer told him he could get dressed, then he did a more in-depth diagnostic charm and
they sat down while he read the parchment that appeared with the results.

“The worst of this happened in the last few weeks, so maybe it’s more that it’s hard to eat
when in a difficult position? Or in a marriage you shouldn’t have agreed to?” He looked up at
Harry from the parchment.

Voldemort was a statue by the door when Harry looked at him. It didn’t seem like he would
speak up.

“I’m not challenging that statement, but I tried my best in the situation I found myself in with
the facts that I then had. And to be fair, because I kind of have to, it’s not Voldemort’s fault.
Not directly, at least. It’s not like he refuses me food or anything.”

Voldemort couldn’t really deny Harry food. It was a stipulation in the marriage contract. But
all things considered, Harry didn’t think that Voldemort would try to starve him anyway. A
month ago, it would have been hard to believe, but now Harry knew that he held a fragment



of Voldemort’s soul, and Voldemort would have to keep him alive. More than that, if
Voldemort had told the truth; Voldemort would suffer, at least a little, if Harry did.

It was strangely reassuring to know, and Harry hadn’t taken the time yet to really explore that
thought.

“That’s good, at least. Right, Mr. Potter. You will not be surprised to hear that you are
dangerously thin, again, and that you have several nutrient deficiencies, again. On a positive
note, it’s not nearly as bad as last time. I will prescribe you some potions, both for the
vitamins and minerals that you need, and something to make sure you get enough calories in
a day, even if you can’t eat them all yet. Do you need me to give you a diet for the next few
months, so you know without a doubt that you get what you need?”

“That can’t hurt, so yes, please.”

“I’m also forced to comment that you seem to have had a serious brush with death lately, as
in yesterday, with an already weakened body going into complete overdrive and almost, as
far as I can see, shut down on itself because of … something I honestly don’t understand. The
diagnostic charm tells me it happened and something of the how, but nothing of the why. My
best guess is something similar to what we sometimes see in people that goes into a violent
kind of shock on the battlefield.”

Harry nodded slowly. “I guess that’s not too far off, really. It shouldn’t happen again.”

“I truly hope so, for your sake, Mr. Potter, because right now, you will not survive something
like that again. Do you understand me?” The Healer met his eyes.

“I understand.” It wasn’t like his words came as a surprise.

The Healer looked hard at him. “This is not a ‘It will probably work out’ situation, Mr. Potter.
This is definitely a ‘You will not survive’ situation. I know you are used to danger and
brushes with death, more than most of us, so I feel that I must speak very plainly; if this
happens again, it will not work out for you, you will not walk away scot-free. You will not
walk away at all.”

Harry gave a sigh and glanced at Voldemort by the door. He still didn’t look like he wanted to
say anything, but when Harry glanced at him, the red eyes caught Harry’s and the
determination in them was fierce. There would be no chance of a recurrence of the day
before, ever again.

“It’s already decided that it won’t happen again, so that shouldn’t be a problem,” Harry said.

The Healer went slightly green, but held onto his composure as best he could while decidedly
not looking towards the door and Voldemort. Harry had to evaluate his words before he
understood the Healers reaction.

“I wasn’t tortured with some unknown curse or potion or anything like that. Wouldn’t that
have shown up on your diagnostic charm?”



The Healer slowly nodded and wrote down the necessary potions and a diet for Harry to
follow. Harry gave the diet to Dobby, because that made the most sense, and Voldemort
finally stirred, came farther into the room, sat down in a third chair, and held out a hand for
the parchment with the potion prescriptions.

“Two of these potions I believe are too advanced for Draco as of yet,” Voldemort commented
after reading the short list. “Or more to the point, he cannot make them for you legally, but he
most definitely can make them.”

“I wouldn’t want him to risk his Potions Apprenticeship,” Harry said. “But if you had waited
until Healer Brentwood left to mention it, it wouldn’t have been a problem.”

The Healer stiffened, but remained quiet, and Voldemort shot Harry an unfathomable glance.

“Would you permit me to ask Severus for those two potions?” He met Harry’s gaze.

“I would rather die of malnourishment than because I trusted someone I shouldn’t have.”

“And I would rather you not die at all.”

“Sure, that would be best.” Harry shrugged a shoulder.

“You do use potions Severus has made.”

“When he doesn’t know that I get some of them, yes.”

“Because he would never dare do something with a potion that was meant for Astoria. What
makes you think that he would have a better end if he did something with a potion that is
meant for my husband?”

“Excuse me for interrupting, my Lord, but the Apothecary, both in Diagon Alley and at St.
Mungo’s, sells these potions,” Healer Brentwood said.

“I might safely buy a batch from them, once,” Harry said, “but the moment it gets out that I
buy those kinds of potions, they won’t be safe to consume anymore.”

Voldemort nodded once. “What did you do last time you needed potions?”

“Hermi made them.”

“Miss Granger is not a Potion Mistress.”

“Nope, but she is whatever she sets her mind to, and she decided that she was going to make
potions for me, so she did. She made a perfect Polyjuice Potion in her second year at
Hogwarts. Some nutrients potions aren’t really much of a challenge for her.”

“Severus will make the potions for you, and I will skin him alive if anything at all goes
wrong.” Voldemort met his gaze and held it.

 Harry stared back, ground his teeth for a moment and spat out:



“Fine. Just know that when I’m dying because of that bastard, I will tell you ‘I fucking told
you so’ all the way to my grave.”

“This is hardly a polite but firm grudge.”

“Right now, it’s just firm. If you don’t push him in my face, I won’t push back.”

The Dark Lord Voldemort gave a sigh. “Fine, then. Do you trust me to make them, and not to
poison you?”

“If you should decide to poison me, I would very much like to hear the reasoning behind it.”

“Noted.” Was there a twitch of his lips?

There might have been.

Healer Brentwood gave a low cough. “I should be on my way, my Lord, Mr. Potter.” He
bowed low towards Voldemort and nodded to Harry.

Harry nodded back to him, but Voldemort just looked at him. The Healer reached the door
before Harry asked:

“Healer Brentwood, are you Marked?”

The Healer turned and looked at him. “No, Mr. Potter. I’m hardly high enough up in the
hierarchy for that. And before you ask; the contract I had to sign to work at St. Mungo’s
makes it impossible for me to share any confidential information at all. That was even before
the neutral wards was made.”

Harry looked at him for a long moment. Long enough for the Healer to shift a bit around.
Voldemort watched Harry as Harry watched the Healer.

“I guess that’s alright then,” Harry said when the man began to visibly squirm. “Thank you.”

The Healer left.

“What made you ask?” Voldemort asked.

“I’m not entirely sure. Maybe something about how he said, ‘my Lord’ and how he bowed.
He was perfectly professional. Of course, he pretty much went out of his way to inform you
that I have been severely malnourished before, even after I asked to keep the examination to
the last two months. Maybe my suspicions began there; my irritation certainly did.”

“It is something I should know. If I had, I might have reacted differently to your trouble with
eating and keeping the food down, instead of just letting it continue.”

“Draco did make me a nutrient potion; I assumed it was on your orders.”

“There are other nutrient potions, better ones, that could have been made.” He held up the
parchment with the potions Harry now had to drink for the next months to be sure that he



regained his health, and a healthy weight.

“Yes, there are,” Harry admitted. “I was simply in no place to think that far.”

“You seem to feel better now. A lot better than you have been in some time, I think, judging
by the way you speak and move.”

“I do feel a lot better.” Harry looked at Voldemort. “I just hope … I wish … that I can get a
couple of days before it’s necessary to … What kind of word would work in this situation?
Recharge, revitalise, restore … or more like calm down, relax, unwind?”

“If you find a phrase or word that you prefer, please do inform me. And we will figure out
how often it is necessary and how best to manage it, in time. Right now, you feel fine?”
Those red eyes met his and studied him.

“More than fine. Do you happen to know where Nagini is? I owe her an apology, and
probably something to bribe her with too. I got rather … harsh with her at some point, even if
I don’t know how long ago that point was, right now.” He frowned. “And Astoria, I shouted
at her at some point too. That’s not good.”

“Nagini is in my suite, I will tell her that you asked after her. She won’t make it hard for you,
especially if you have a rabbit, or two, but no more than two. She gets sluggish if she
overeats. The house elves have rabbits for Nagini’s dinner.”

“You feed her whole humans and then tell me that I can’t give her more than two lousy
rabbits, really?”

Harry was absolutely certain that Voldemort’s lips twitched this time.

“If you feed her more than two rabbits, where is she going to cram a possible human then? I
never know when I need her to get rid of the evidence.”

Harry just shook his head at him, but didn’t quite manage to suppress his grin. The joke was
simply too bad to deserve an answer. The fact that Voldemort actually had tried to joke was
… astounding.

Unless, of course, it wasn’t meant as a joke.

It was hard to tell when talking with the Dark Lord.

Voldemort left and not long after Nagini slithered into Harry’s drawing room, bringing with
her a feeling of calm and safety. He could no longer remember when he had shouted at her or
in what situation, but he remembered that he had shouted and that he felt bad about it. Harry
apologised and offered her two rabbits, she graciously accepted, and the house elves brought
them to her. Afterwards Nagini glided up to him and around him until he sat down on the
sofa, and she coiled part of herself in his lap with her head on his shoulder. The feeling of
calm and safety enveloped him, and he exhaled slowly, just letting himself enjoy it. He was
so very tired off fear and pain and hate and strife. So very tired of fighting and of war.



A while later he went outside in the rain and collected some rocks and flowers, before he
asked Dobby for a big vase or bowl that wasn’t in use. He chose a clear bowl of those
offered, filled it with the stones and made water that always would be clean. And then began
the real work.

Two hours later he knocked carefully on the door of Astoria’s study. This time only Astoria
and her secretary were there, and she sent the man away as soon as she saw Harry. The smile
that lit up her face as she came out from behind her desk made Harry feel even worse.
Voldemort had told him that Astoria had done her best to help him, even after he had shouted
at her, and he couldn’t even remember it.

“Hi,” he said.

“It’s so good to see you up and about, you have no idea!” Astoria said, still smiling. “Is there
anything I can do for you?”

“No, no, not at all, I just … I can’t remember that you talked to me yesterday, that we talked
… But I would like to say thank you for trying to help, for wanting to help.”

“Harry, I … of course I wanted to help. You were so very sick! I don’t know the details, but
Harry … you almost died,” she whispered. “I was so worried!”

“I know, sorry about that, and … I think it’s better that you don’t know the details. For your
own comfort, as well as mine.”

“If you say so, only … if you do change your mind, the Dark Lord told me, and you, that you
could talk to me about it. He would want a vow of silence from me, if you do, but you may
talk to me. It’s absolutely your choice, of course, but I wanted you to know that it’s a
possibility. You don’t have to go through this alone.”

“If I had been alone, it wouldn’t have been a problem at all,” Harry said bitterly.

“Yes, you said … you said you needed the Dark Lord, needed him to stay alive.” She
stopped. “I’m sorry. That must be … so incredibly hard on you.”

Harry gave a sharp nod. “Anyway. I also wanted to apologise for shouting at you, at some
point. I honestly don’t remember when it happened, but I do remember raising my voice at
you. And for that I’m sorry. I already apologised to Nagini, and gave her two rabbits as a gift,
or a bribe. I wasn’t sure if you would want rabbits too, so I made this instead.” He removed
the Disillusionment Charm over the bowl he held and held it out to Astoria.

In the bowl two fish were swimming sedately amongst stones, water plants and a small
version of Malfoy Manor. One fish was black with a white spot on its side, the other fish was
white with a black spot on its side. They had long elegant fins and tails and they glittered
slightly.

“They are technically real, transfigured from flowers, but they don’t need any work. The
water will always be clean, and they won’t need food. They are purely decorative.”



Astoria stared. “They come from flowers?”

“Yes. A story Professor Slughorn once told me about my mother, gave me the idea. And I
liked the idea of white with some black, and vice versa.”

“Blended,” Astoria said. “Thank you, I know that both power and knowledge are needed for
something like this. At least if it’s going to last?” She looked from the fish to him.

“It should last for years.”

She smiled. “You didn’t need to apologise, Harry, I understand very well why you ended up
shouting. But the apology, and the gift, is accepted.” She took the bowl and placed it in the
middle of a small coffee table that she could see from her desk. She smiled and turned to
Harry. “Will I see you for tea?”

“That’s the plan. I think I will go to the library until then.”

He did end up in the library, but after just a short while he put the books away and sat gazing
at the flames in the fireplace while listening to the fire crackle and the rain hammer on the
great windows. Dobby brought him some tea, made as he liked it, and waited while Harry
took the first of a long, long line of nutrient potions. Voldemort had already made the first
batch, apparently. Harry put his feet up on the ottoman and let the fire warm his feet.

He was bound to Voldemort. Bound for life. And much stronger than just through marriage.
Bound soul to soul. To the man that killed his parents and had tried to kill him for so many
years. The man that had killed so many of his friends or had ordered them killed.

He was bound to Voldemort for life.

For life.

Harry wondered what Hermione would have said to that, and with a sigh he closed his eyes
and tried to envision that conversation.

Right. Bound. Soul to soul. You are certain, absolutely certain, that you can’t get free?
Hermione would have asked.

According to both Dumbledore and Voldemort, the only way to destroy … what I’m, is to
destroy the vessel, me, completely. That sounds like death. Even in imagined conversations it
was hard to use the word Horcrux for himself, for some reason.

Not an alternative then. This sucks.

Tell me about it.

I don’t need to. You are the one who experiences the suckiness firsthand.

True.



Well, Harry, as much as it sucks … You will have to learn to live with it. I don’t think trying to
burn yourself with Fiendfyre will go over very well, if you shouldn’t succeed, and I don’t want
you in a worse position than you already are. Also, I don’t want you to die. I really, really
don’t want you to die.

Me neither, Hermi. I really don’t. Not when I know that I’m not going to be tortured, or even
lose my own will, as I was afraid of for a while, in the middle of all this. I do really wonder
what life will be like, without the war, without all the fear and pain. But Hermi … I have to be
intimately close to him, maybe several times a week! Maybe every day! How … how am I
going to deal with that! I’m not allowed to retreat any more, not allowed to leave, he will
never allow it, I know that. But gods, Hermi … how … how!

Don’t panic. It won’t help you if you panic. You don’t know any rules for this situation yet,
Harry. You fear what they might be, but you don’t know. So, let’s take the worst-case scenario
and see what can be done to make it better.

Worst-case scenario. If it has to happen every day. No, several times a day. And Voldemort
won’t let it slide either. The Healer said that if anything close to what happened yesterday,
happens again, I’m dead.

Then it’s good that he won’t let it slide, because I don’t want you to bloody die. How many
hours have you been awake now, and how do you feel?

It’s nearing teatime. Voldemort already checked in on me twice, once while I worked with
Astoria’s gift and once here in the library, and I feel … fine. No worse than this morning. A
bit more melancholy, perhaps, but that is probably because of these thoughts.

Good. Then the chance that it should happen several times a day is minimal, at least.
Because if it did, then you should have noticed something by now.

Oh, that’s right. That’s … that’s good. Thanks.

It’s not a guarantee, but it’s less likely. So, every day is the next worst on your list. That might
still happen. What can be done to make it more tolerable?

I really don’t know, Hermi. I mean, I wasn’t conscious for a lot of it, but when I was
conscious … Voldemort was calm and didn’t say or do anything … wrong. He tried to distract
me, he didn’t hurt me, he didn’t make me uncomfortable by touching me in any unseemly way,
he didn’t berate me for being foolish, afraid, having panic attacks or telling him I hate him
and that he’s a bastard. Shit. I can’t actually say that he did anything wrong. Not at that
point. All my problems are in our history. Those problems are massive, and that’s what is so
hard. Also … it's very hard to trust that he won’t suddenly do an about face and attack me,
with words, fists, or magic. I have a lifetime of memories where he would do just that, at any
chance he got.

Yes, I know, but … Harry, he told you that he is sane now, or at least much saner than he has
been in a very, very long time. That changes things. You have noticed that yourself, he isn’t
like he has been for so long. He is hardly the same man anymore. He is saner, calmer, easier
to be around. Being close to you also helps to keep him sane. The chances that he would hurt



you in any way, while you are stabilising each other … It’s infinitesimal. He won’t risk
scaring or hurting you in that situation. It would ruin things, and he knows that. He is more
than smart enough to know that. He told you; your condition affects him to a degree. He
needs you to trust him enough to be able to be close to him in those hours. Talk to him about
it. Tell him that while he didn’t do anything wrong yesterday, trust is very hard to come by.
And Harry, this won’t change in a day or two. This needs time. But we talked about how
adaptable humans are, before you went away, and that counts for something in this situation
too. We can adapt to the strangest things if it means survival. Mental or physical. Remember
that, and hold on. Just hold on. Things will get better, I know it. I promise they will.
Remember that I love you. I miss you. I’m here for you, always.

Hermione’s voice grew quiet after that and slowly Harry opened his eyes and looked at the
dying fire. He desperately wished that he really could have talked to her, but also knew that if
he had been able to, she would have given him advice very close to what he now had given
himself. There really wasn’t much else to do. Try to talk to Voldemort about how frightening
and problematic he found the situation and grit his teeth and wait for it to get better through
exposure and familiarity. It would take some time, no doubt, and it would be hell until it got
better, but he really thought that it would get better. After all, he had lived his entire life
getting used to intolerable situations. One after another.

He could, he would, do it again. That had been the original plan he had made with Hermione.
Even though the plan didn’t really encompass something like this.

If the plan doesn’t fit, improvise, adapt, and overcome, he thought, repeating Hermione’s
favourite slogan from the war, which she in turn and gotten from some kind of American
army branch. And that came from a witch that always had at least five different plans for
every situation and that was so good at strategizing she could as well be a Seer. If someone
like that could accept improvisation and adaptation to overcome her obstacles, he could too.

That was when he noticed that the other wing-back chair by the fire now was occupied.

“You can be very quiet,” Harry commented to Voldemort. “I didn’t notice that you came in.”

“You were so deep in thought, I could almost hear you ruminate, despite your impressive
Occlumency shields.”

Harry made a couple of logs put themselves on the fireplace, then kindled them to be sure
that they burned.

“I guess I was thinking kind of hard. I was trying to … understand and … accept the new
situation. At least a bit better than I have so far. It’s going to take time. And it’s going to be
hell until it gets better. But I don’t have any choice, do I?”

“No, you do not.” His voice wasn’t only calm, it was also soft and cautious.

“So, I have to hope that it will get better, given enough time and … practice.” He turned his
head and looked at Voldemort. He had a whole face and hair now. He didn’t look like the
snake faced version that Harry had fought, again and again. The version of him that haunted
Harry’s nightmares. He looked completely human, and slightly concerned, even if he sat



relaxed in his chair, hands on the armrests and legs crossed at the ankles, pale feet bare as
they so often were.

“I hope that it will never again be as bad as yesterday …” Harry stopped. “I will do my best
not to make it harder, for either of us, then it has to be, but … on bad days … there is a very
good chance I will fight you, really fight you. There should be a back-up plan in place, if that
happens.” He let out a sigh.

“Would you divulge what a bad day would entail?”

Harry closed his eyes while the smooth voice flowed over him and around him, almost
making him shiver, but he fought the feeling. Was that the soul fragment making him feel like
that? It had to be, didn’t it? It was almost a shame. He would have liked to feel like that, all
on his own, but knowing that it wasn’t him … It sullied the feeling.

“Think breakfast and hellfire,” Harry whispered while watching the flames. “I might show
up, talk and interact, but I won’t be completely … there. Just a slight nudge will push me
over the edge, and … there isn’t really a lot I can do about it. It’s possible I will be able to
give a warning, and it’s possible that … that I can’t.” He swallowed. “That I … kind of …
don’t properly … notice. I can’t talk more about that right now, can’t think about it,” he said
hurriedly, almost panting. “On to something else. I had a thought earlier; how much would
you say you, your personality, changed, when you became mentally stable?”

Voldemort watched him silently.

“I really can’t continue on the former topic right now. We may go back to it later. If you don’t
want to answer my question, that’s alright, of course. I was merely thinking that the more I’m
able to separate the two … aspects of you … the better it would be, for me, I mean. If there
even are two aspects of you, that is.

“It’s exceptionally hard to trust the man that killed my parents and has tried to kill me
countless times, not to try to do so again when I have him at my back. But if that man had
changed drastically, almost gotten a new personality, say, because he became sane. Then that
would be something I could focus on. Maybe the fear and distrust would vanish faster,
though probably not overnight or anything.” The words rushed out of him in a flood.

There was a beat of silence.

“Harry.”

Harry turned his head and met Voldemort’s red eyes with the vertical pupils. They didn’t look
as intimidating, nor as horrid, in this human face. Strange.

“There are quite a few less than pleasant facets to my personality, even now, but I am not
insane any longer. The person that was foolish enough to believe a prophecy given by such a
character, in such a situation, and act upon it, is gone. The person that would stop at nothing
to dominate Britain and the entire magical world; the person that actually thought he could
exterminate Muggles and Muggleborn magicals,” he shook his head at his former self, “is
gone. I have no need to kill indiscriminately, nor cast Crucio’s at everyone that moves, even



though I still do use that curse and probably always will. I am not the person that you met in
that graveyard when you were fourteen years old.

“I would consider myself another person entirely, from the one I was before. There is so
much I would never have done, so much I would never even have contemplated … I did do
those things and I can never undo them, but neither will I ever repeat them. You asked, so I
will give you an answer, even if I know that it will take time and much more than mere words
for you to really believe the change.”

Voldemort stopped for a moment. “I have no intention or interest, whatsoever, to use the time
we have to spend with skin against skin contact, to scare you, hurt you or threaten you in any
fashion. In fact, I would much appreciate it if you would let me know if I do or say anything
inappropriate, or if you know anything that would help you in that situation.”

Harry hesitated, pondering if he wanted to ask at all. Maybe it would be better to not know?
“You do not want to scare, hurt or threaten me when we have skin against skin contact, but
only then?”

Voldemort raised an eyebrow. “I believed it farfetched to even try to promise that much,
because again, I do not think you are able to believe me, yet. Should I have attempted to give
a more comprehensive assurance? Would you be capable of believing me if I did?”

“No.” Harry shook his head slowly and turned his head towards the flames again. “Probably
not. But I will try to believe that you don’t want, or mean, to scare, hurt or threaten me during
those times, even if that will take some time to truly believe.”

“Good. How do you feel now?”

It was so strange to have the Dark Lord ask him that. But was it as strange if that Dark Lord
was his husband who apparently wanted to keep him healthy and alive, instead of trying to
slaughter him?

“I’m not so upbeat anymore, but that comes as no surprise. It’s a wonder I got to feel that
optimistic for that long, anyway. Other than that, I’m alright. A bit tired, but both mind and
body have been through a lot these past weeks, or years, so … that’s not surprising either.”
He hesitated. “What about you? Do you feel anything that has its source in me?”

“No, I do not believe so.”

Harry watched the flames for a while, but Voldemort didn’t leave. He just sat there with
Harry, in silence, watching the flames and thinking. It was strangely companionable and lent
some credence to Voldemort’s earlier words about being a changed man. Harry would never
have found any kind of calm in the same room with the former version of Voldemort. He
knew that. He also knew that this wasn’t the first time he had been able to relax in close
proximity to Voldemort.

“I wonder …” Harry began hesitantly, a bit unsure if he wanted to ask this, to do this, “would
it be possible for me to touch you now? To see how that feels, to see if I notice anything of
that attraction, when it doesn’t feel like you are a freaking magnet.”



“Most certainly.” Voldemort rose to his feet, moved the chair closer to Harry’s with a gesture
with his wand and sat down again, closer but not too close. He held out a pale hand and
Harry looked at it for a moment, trying to feel any of that blinding need that had driven him
to grasp Voldemort’s hand on earlier occasions.

There was nothing, not even a twinge.

Slowly he laid his fingers around Voldemort’s. They were long and elegant, strong, and
without those wicked sharp nails that the snake faced version had. There was no desperate
need, no hunger for more contact, no pain, nothing like that, just … a small shimmer of
magic against magic. Not uncommon when two with large magical cores touched and still, it
was the first time Harry had been relaxed enough to notice it. He looked at Voldemort’s face,
but Voldemort was looking at their hands. Harry would say he looked enraptured, if not right
out baffled.

“You have never touched anyone with a magical core that could compete with yours?” Harry
asked.

Slowly Voldemort looked up at him with a small frown. “Who should that have been?
Dumbledore?”

“Good point.”

“Does it always feel like that, slightly pulsing, but not actually unpleasant?”

“I don’t know. The only other person that can compete with my own core is Hermi, and she
feels … smoother, I guess. Probably because we know each other so damn well, or maybe
every person feels different. I don’t know, I don’t have enough information, and probably
never will.”

Voldemort met his gaze. “I know you are powerful, and you yourself estimate that we are
comparable in magical power, but I have only felt or seen your power when you lose control
of your magic. Do you shield all the time?”

Harry watched him for a moment, but it didn’t seem like Voldemort saw it as impertinence or
arrogance that Harry would compare his own magical power to that of Voldemort. This
subject could also easily be turned on to magical cores and their expansion, and Harry still
didn’t want to talk about that with Voldemort. On the other hand, Voldemort so far hadn’t
demanded that Harry tell him about it, he had in fact accepted the change of topic if Harry
asked for it. It should be possible to do it again.

Hopefully.  

“Of course,” Harry said in the end. “After all, that kind of power would have painted a bigger
target on my back then I already had. I would have been so much easier to find on the
battlefield, or in the streets for that matter.”

“And now?”



“Now it’s a habit. I would probably feel more … exposed with my shields down, then with
them raised.”

“Even if most people would do practically everything to not irritate or anger you when they
feel your power?”

“That’s assuming people in general aren’t stupid, or mental. And in my experience, most
people are one of those, or both.”

Voldemort smiled a half smile at that. The red eyes shone and crinkled in the corners and one
corner of his mouth curled undeniably upward. It was the biggest smile Harry had seen from
him yet. The expression actually suited him.

“I will grant you that,” Voldemort drawled. “After all, I seldom shield the majority of my
power, but one of my idiots still went out of his way to enrage me today.”

Harry watched him warily. “I’m glad that you were able to calm down again, then.”

Voldemort hesitated. “It happened less than an hour ago, I am not truly calm.”

“You are not? You could have fooled me, in fact, you did. Also, you don’t look …” Harry
frowned and studied Voldemort’s face and neck. It wasn’t truly what he saw, it was what he
felt, the magic that was applied. And if he hadn’t known that something was off, he would
never have given him a second glance.

“Glamour, right?” It was much better done than Astoria’s, but that wasn’t really surprising.

“Yes, I use glamour right now.”

Harry swallowed and looked down. Then he frowned, because he noticed that he was still
holding Voldemort’s hand.

“Well, that’s … strange,” he said and slowly let go of Voldemort’s hand. There was no hint of
need or desperation, just a slight feeling of … loss, maybe. Loneliness? And still; he had held
onto Voldemort’s hand for far longer than he had planned to do. Why had he done that?
Could he really not feel any of the desperate need that the soul fragment had made him feel?
He didn’t think so.

It was strangely reassuring that he could touch Voldemort and still feel like himself, like he
belonged in his own skin and that he decided what he did with his body. There was one
specific occasion on the horizon that would have been so much worse, and it already was
pretty damn bad, if Harry didn’t feel in control of his own body. It wasn’t that he couldn’t
understand, or really blamed Voldemort, much, for wanting to make sure that their marriage
was valid. The time limit was unpleasant, but it was a part of Wizarding Law that a marriage
that wasn’t consummated three months after the ceremony got annulled. No if’s or but’s
about it. Voldemort had in fact given Harry all the time he could give him. He no longer had
the choice of retreating, no choice but to stay, but at the very least he would control his own
body while having sex, and if this little test was any indicator, he should be able to control his
own body and its responses most of the time. Just not all the time.



That was something, at least.

Chapter End Notes
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The Machinations of War and Peace and Marriage, Part I
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There were many things Voldemort had never contemplated, even with his new, mentally
stable personality. The fact that he might end up enjoying a discussion about magical theory
with Harry Potter, was one of them.

Harry’s elf, Dobby, popped in, bowed to Harry and even deeper towards Voldemort, and told
Harry in that shrill voice that it was teatime. Harry looked at Voldemort, green eyes glinting
in the firelight.

“I believe I might just win this discussion, and I’m comfortable right here for now, would you
mind having tea with me alone today?”

He said it as if he didn’t detest the sight of Voldemort, as if he didn’t hate being in the same
room as him. It made Voldemort wonder if this might be Harry’s stubbornness at work again,
with a new objective. Harry knew he could not get away from the soul shard in him, knew he
could not leave Voldemort and their marriage and knew that there were no alternatives, so he
had decided to hurl himself into the task of accepting the situation.

To himself Voldemort admitted that he was rather fascinated by the fact that Harry would
want to be alone with him more than strictly necessary. That he didn’t leave as soon as he
could, not even with a perfectly good excuse. That he, in fact, had continued their
conversation after he let go of Voldemort’s hand, instead of just looking away and making it
obvious that he had nothing more to say.

“Yes, I am fine just us having tea together,” Voldemort said. “But the point of discussions is
not necessarily to win it or persuade the other to your way of thinking; much can be said of
just simply exchanging opinions and thoughts.”

Harry shook his head at him. “You only say that because you are losing, and you know it.”

“Am I now?” Voldemort raised an eyebrow at him.

Harry chuckled. It was a low, hoarse sound, because his voice was still gravelly after the last
few days, but it held real mirth. At least, Voldemort thought it did.

“Dobby, please tell Astoria and Draco that we won’t be joining them for tea, and we would
like our tea served here, please.”

“At once, Master Harry!” Dobby bowed and popped away.

Harry was so extremely polite towards the small creatures. It was something Draco had
warned him about before Harry arrived, and while Voldemort never had gone out of his way
to be vicious towards the creatures, at least not after he became stable, he did not see them as



anything close to equal to wizards and witches. Nevertheless, in the weeks before the
wedding he had practised being more agreeable towards them. He knew very well that there
would be more than enough differences between himself and Harry, he didn’t need Harry to
get angry because Voldemort, or anyone else at the Manor, mistreated the creatures. Not
when it was so easy to avoid.

Of course, Astoria had already broken Draco’s habit of both violence and rudeness towards
their house elves. No one raised their voice, much less their wand or their fist, towards the
elves at Malfoy Manor after she became the Mistress. Astoria had tossed several guests out
on their ear after they ignored her warning. Some of them had even, technically, been his
guests. Astoria had looked him in the eye and told him she could get the elves to put up a tent
in the park, if he wished. You got one warning, that was it. Astoria Malfoy was not one to
have her orders, or even her wishes, gainsaid. He rather respected her for it.

That was how it had begun with Harry, too. With respect. Voldemort had loathed him when
he was insane. The memory of wanting to slaughter the man, and taking his own sweet time
doing it, was still vivid. But the actual desire was completely gone. He had realised that he
respected the man as an enemy, not long after he became mentally stable. Harry was
resourceful, knowledgeable, strong, and powerful. He had survived everything that
Voldemort had thrown at him, time and time again. It would have been difficult not to respect
him.

Because of that respect Voldemort had decided on the plan to marry Harry, instead of
capturing him and keeping him somewhere safe. Not that Voldemort was entirely certain he
could have managed to do that, when Harry had evaded both death and capture so many
times. Of course, now Voldemort was sane and, he believed, back to his brilliant self, so it
might finally have been achievable. Now, when he no longer needed or wanted to capture or
kill Harry

Voldemort had never thought to marry, not before he ripped his soul apart and lost his mind,
not in the years when he had been insane, and not in the first few weeks after he became
stable. He didn’t see the need. He was immortal and didn’t need heirs, and he didn’t need any
kind of companion, bar Nagini. But if he should marry, and he had concluded that this was
the best alternative all around - even for Harry, he assumed - then it was well that he married
someone that he actually could, and did, respect.

So, it had begun with respect, and soon turned to more.

Dobby popped back in with tea and scones and Harry poured for them and handed Voldemort
his cup. The discussion about magical theory continued while they had their tea and then it
became a discussion on history, both Muggle and magical, and how those two had affected
each other. Voldemort himself had seldom had the chance to discuss this topic with anyone
else, and it was interesting to hear Harry’s opinions about it.

And then, somehow, they were discussing Ancient Runes and warding. Apparently, Harry
wasn’t great at warding, despite using wards on the regular. Miss Granger was the genius, he
claimed. He preferred to mess about with Runes and see what that got him, as he put it. The
fact that he was alive after messing about with Runes, was a testimony to how brilliantly he
understood and used them, Voldemort thought.



This assessment of himself and his knowledge and power seemed to repeat itself. Miss
Granger was the mastermind that knew almost everything about every subject. Harry was just
messing about. Never mind the fact that if he hadn’t known what he was doing, he would
have been dead now, or at the very least seriously injured. Voldemort didn’t get the
impression that Harry said these things to seem humble, he simply didn’t see any of the
things he could do as anything worth mentioning. Not compared to Miss Granger.

“And did you only “mess about” with Fiendfyre until you could control it as well as you do
now?” Voldemort asked and put down his empty cup.

“Well, yeah. I mean, after I knew I could cast it, control it and end it, that is.” Harry waved
his hand and the teapot refilled Voldemort’s cup. “I had some close calls, but nothing too bad.
It’s an interesting curse with a lot of potential, when it comes right down to it.”

And then there are comments like that one, Voldemort thought wryly while he raised his cup
again, eying his spouse out of the corner of his eye.

Respect came first.

Then came curiosity and fascination.

There was so much Voldemort would like to know about his spouse. Things that he never had
thought he would actually find interesting about someone else. But then, had he ever met
someone, other than Dumbledore, that could claim to come close to his own power? What
that old coot had been able to do, while remarkable, wasn’t what Voldemort would call
interesting.

Harry and his impressive power were much more fascinating. The man had completely lost
control over the Fiendfyre curse, and then taken control over it again. And that was
astonishing enough before the fact that it had been a non-verbal, wandless, and instinctive
curse.

In the privacy of his own mind, Voldemort could admit that he most likely could not do the
same. Also, he was now rational enough not to ‘mess about’ with one of the most volatile
curses in existence.

The same could apparently not be said about Harry Potter.

Then there was the shield Harry used around his magical power. If Voldemort hadn’t known
that Harry was a powerful wizard, he would have assumed that Harry was far below average
in power. It was no easy feat to shield and disguise your power that well. And still, when
Harry had taken his hand a while ago, Voldemort could feel the real power thrumming inside
the other man. Voldemort assumed that Harry either had shielded even better the other times
they had touched, or that the situation had made it hard to notice the pulsing of power. There
was so much power. It had been used against Voldemort and his plans for so long, and now
Harry sat beside him in this quiet library, drinking tea and discussing magic.

All that power. All that knowledge and skill. All that passion and stubbornness. Everything in
one man, and Harry was his. His spouse. His partner. His.



In time that would be more than just a couple of signatures on a marriage contract.

Voldemort would make certain of it.

Never before had Voldemort found someone as fascinating. He might have to work and wait
for the results he wanted, but he could do that, easily. He was used to working for what he
wanted. Harry’s own determination and stubbornness worked with him now and not against
him, and already Harry had stated some of his greatest challenges with the situation, and thus
given Voldemort something to work on.

Harry shouldn’t be afraid of being killed anymore, as Voldemort never would kill his own
soul, no matter how small the piece. In time and with the evidence time would give, Harry
would realise that Voldemort wasn’t going to hurt him in any way. Harry would also realise,
through conversations like this one, that Voldemort truly was stable and completely capable
of intelligent discussions and staying calm and non-threatening for longer periods of time.
Only time would prove these things, just as only time would prove that Harry wouldn’t lose
his free will to the soul shard that was in him.

“Interesting curse with a lot of potential,” Voldemort repeated. “Surely, you are not implying
that you have improved on the curse?”

Harry eyed him, trying to divulge the meaning that might hide behind the words. Voldemort
raised an eyebrow. It had made Harry relax earlier. Voldemort’s face had been rigid for so
long, it was hard to remember that he could, in fact, have facial expressions, as well as
various tones of voice.

Once again, the expression made Harry unwind. Voldemort would have to remember that,
even if he so far did not understand why it calmed Harry down.

“I don’t know about improved, exactly, but I have fiddled a bit with it, yes. It’s big enough to
be worth fiddling with.”

“So, you are able to adjust existing spells. What about spell forging? It is some of the same
theory.”

“It is. I have made some spells, yes. Mostly I have just made new versions of charms that I
like or find useful, but that I would like a bit different, or better.”

“And what would that be? If you do not mind telling me.”

No matter how curious he became, if he pushed, Harry would shut up and shut him out. That
much had become obvious rather swiftly. He had their whole lives to satiate his curiosity.
While curiosity in itself was something he hadn’t truly felt for decades, he had little difficulty
with holding it in check. Particularly when he knew that it didn’t help the situation.

“A better Disillusionment Charm was the first one. I had to invent a better Finite Incantatem
too, because the usual one didn’t work on the new Disillusionment. That was a funny week.
We had to move the tent because I had Disillusioned several big rocks and we kept tripping
over them. Hermi was miffed.



“The new Finite works better, all around, than the old one. The drawback is that you need
more power to cast it. Not that it takes more power to actually cast, but you have to have
more power available anyway. Like a deposit, maybe. So, you might be able to cast the Finite
at the beginning of a fight, but not at the end of it. I still don’t know why that happened; I
have been trying to figure it out for a few years now. Not that it usually is a problem for me
anyway, I have enough power to go around.

“Oh, and I made two new shields. Those have been excellent to have. And a ward-eraser.
That one does need a lot of power to cast, and it’s devastating with no circumspection at all.
It lights up the sky and completely and utterly destroys wards, even those which are regularly
maintained and stable. I’m only able to cast it once and then I have to tap out. So, if we
needed to use it, I had to withdraw afterwards, which was a problem … I’m not good at being
left behind.” Harry went quiet.

That was more information than Voldemort could have hoped for.

“Did you ever try the ward-eraser?”

Harry met his gaze and held it for a long while before looking away again. He was silent for
so long that Voldemort assumed the conversation was brought to an end.     

“You tell me,” Harry whispered.

Voldemort thought about it, and then an incident pushed itself up in his mind. 

“In Diagon Alley, about two and a half years ago now.”

No one had been able to figure out how that had happened, how the massive and
continuously maintained wards he himself had set up, had been torn down like they were no
more solid than a spider’s web. He recalled that he had raged for days.

That had been Harry. Harry and his ward-eraser.

“Indeed.” Harry’s voice was emptier than Voldemort had heard it before, and he stared rigidly
into the flames.

Voldemort went over that raid, and the losses it had brought, for both sides. He assumed it
would be best not to talk more about that day.

“That is, without a doubt, some impressive spell forging. If you want to try your hand at spell
forging now and require anything, be it books or ingredients, please do tell me, or Astoria. I
have made some spells myself, but as that happened after I turned sixteen, most of them are
rather … useless in time of peace.”

“That is what I feel about my creations too.”

“I can think of several legal and peaceful applications for the first spells you mentioned. At
least for certain people in the peace keeping business.”



“Aurors,” Harry said without hesitation. “I will consider teaching some of the spells to the
Auror’s office. I can’t believe I actually wanted to be one, at one point. Now, if I ever have to
fight again, it will be too soon.” He made a sound, a harsh laugh maybe. “And I have already
been in one fight, one attack. I don’t truly believe there will be any real peace for me, not
anytime soon.”

“I do apologise for that attack,” Voldemort said slowly. Because it partly was his own
confidence that had made the attack possible, and Harry, as his spouse, deserved both
consideration and the truth, when Voldemort could give it.

It was a work in progress, and probably would be for some time.

Harry turned his head and looked at him. It was his turn to raise an eyebrow. He raised the
right eyebrow, stretching the scar that went through it, under his eye and further down his
cheek. The scar was pale now, but large enough to be very visible.

“I am unaccustomed to being confronted like that and did not anticipate it happening. Neither
did any of my lieutenants. Head of DMLE Bones has made it a point to make strategies to
make certain it does not happen again. Her strategies are excellent, and even if an attack
should happen again, we will be much better prepared.”

Harry gave a slight sigh. “In other words, you still want me to go with you to events like
that.”

“Yes, of course.” Why would Harry believe that Voldemort would not want to bring his
spouse to functions and events? No, that wasn’t it. It was Harry who didn’t want to go.
Voldemort had known that before the Atrium incident, and after experiencing that incident
and watching the fallout, much of it targeting Harry, he truly should not be surprised about
Harry’s feelings on the matter.

Dobby popped in and bowed to them both. “Dinner be ready soon, Master Harry, Lord
Voldemort sir!”

“Right.” Harry pushed himself out of the chair. “Thanks, Dobby. I would like a few more
words before dinner, if you don’t mind, Voldemort?” Harry looked at him over his shoulder.

“I do not mind.” Voldemort got up and followed Harry out of the library before walking
beside him, but not towards the dining room.

“Where are we going?”

“My rooms,” Harry said. “I have to give you something, and the silencing wards I put on the
walls are better than anything I can make in a hurry.”

Voldemort wasn’t so sure about that, but he followed Harry to his rooms and into his
bedroom where Harry went to a table by the wall with several small boxes filled with potion
vials. He touched one of them, a simple black one, on several places at once and the box
snapped open with a rush of magic. Runes glowed silver on the lacquered wood, before they
faded. Harry removed one vial and closed the box again.



Harry began a movement, holding the vial out towards Voldemort, before he halted it and
brought the hand back towards himself. He looked at the small bottle with a shimmering,
silver blue potion inside.

“This is the back-up plan, or at least one possible one,” Harry said slowly, looking at the
potion.

“In case you have a very bad day,” Voldemort said in a low voice.

Harry nodded, then hurriedly held out the vial. Voldemort took it, because it seemed like
Harry couldn’t quite decide what he really wanted, but if Harry believed that this potion
could help him more than any other potion could, then Voldemort wanted that vial.

“It’s a potion Hermi unearthed. It’s far better than any Calming Draught generally made, and
it’s made personal for each recipient. It will make me fall asleep for a while, and then I can’t
help but be calm for the rest of the day. Do not use that unless absolutely necessary, they are a
bitch to brew.” Harry met his eyes. 

“And you only have six, with this one. What side effects does it have?”

“None, because they are tailor made for me.”

“Then why only six, if you know that they help you?”

Harry looked away. “Hermi insisted I bring them.”

In other words, it hadn’t been his choice to take them with him at all, why not … If not …
Voldemort nodded.

Draco had told him that Harry had been sure that nothing but pain, humiliation and death had
been waiting for him after the marriage ceremony. Why should Harry bring anything to make
his situation better, when he more or less expected to be incarcerated, tortured, and killed,
without being able to make use of anything he brought with him?

“Do you remember how I was at that breakfast?” Harry suddenly asked.

 It was hard to forget that morning, but it was equally hard to remember anything but the
Fiendfyre, or the talk by the lake later that day. But yes, he did remember how Harry had
seemed distracted, like he heard or saw something that no one else saw, that he flinched
several times when the room was quiet, and no one had as much as spoken.

“I believe I do,” Voldemort said, evenly.

Harry nodded without looking at him. “If the past is so much in the present that it distracts
me, then that’s a very bad sign. It usually calms down a bit later in the day, or when I’m
properly awake, but still … a bad sign. Distraction, as in a calm conversation to ground me to
the here and now, may work. Other than that, leave me alone. If you can’t leave me alone
because of the soul fragment, then dose me with that potion. Do not, under any circumstance,
try to immobilise me without also knocking me out completely.”



Harry met his eyes for a moment, the green eyes were huge with dilated pupils, and they
stared at him from a pale and drawn face. Harry looked down again and put his slightly
shaking hands on his back. His breathing was too fast and shallow.

“My magic doesn’t care about an Incarcerous or a body-bind or anything like that. It will
only make the situation that much worse. Knock me out or keep away. This is, by the way,
me giving you permission to knock me out if it should be necessary. Just make sure that it
really is necessary, and do it properly. I can’t remember anything else pertinent to the
situation right now. Should we go to dinner?” Harry strode past him without waiting for an
answer.

Voldemort kept abreast of him, and also out of easy reach, as always, that was for Harry’s
sake, and not for Voldemort’s. Still, he could easily hear Harry’s harsh breathing, as if he had
been running for a long time.

Astoria and Draco were waiting for them in the parlour next to the dining room. With them
was Severus, and Voldemort saw Astoria’s gaze go from Harry to Severus and back to Harry
with a slight frown. Maybe she hadn’t counted on Harry coming to dinner after he missed tea.
Draco rose and bowed to Voldemort.

“My Lord, I invited Severus to stay for dinner after we worked on my potion Mastery this
afternoon.”

Voldemort looked to Harry, but the man was staring into the air and completely ignored the
rest of the room. His face was still strained, and he clasped his hands hard behind his back,
but his breathing was a bit easier now. Harry claimed that he held a polite but firm grudge
against Severus, and had proven it several times by being coldly polite towards the other
man. It shouldn’t be a problem, and yet … Should he push Harry into an uncomfortable
situation, when Harry’s whole existence these past weeks had been terrifying and confusing,
and would continue to be so for the foreseeable future? 

“Of course,” Voldemort said in the end, because while he and Harry did live at the Manor, it
was in fact Draco and Astoria’s home. They should invite whomever they pleased to dine at
their own table.

A part of him still wished that it hadn’t happened today, because Harry and his psychological
equilibrium was still very much unstable. And Voldemort did decidedly not wish to repeat the
incident from the night before.

Once was too much as it was.

Astoria led them to the dining table and asked the elves to begin to serve dinner. Draco and
Severus talked about potions and brewing the whole first course. Astoria informed Voldemort
about how much the Healers and the patients at St. Mungo’s didn’t want the neutral wards
taken down yet. They were all afraid that the animosity would rekindle and that everyone of
them would be sitting ducks for whichever side decided to attack them.

“Then let them keep the wards for the time being,” Voldemort said. “It hurts no one that the
wards are there. Time will show us all that peace will be kept.”



“Yes, my Lord,” Astoria said. “My Lord, I must also ask for you to decide about the order of
importance when it comes to rebuilding the Ancestral Manors that have been destroyed in the
war. I did my best in putting together a sensible order, but it was not good enough.” She
sneered. She highly disliked it when someone other than him questioned her conclusions or
orders. “That task may, of course, wait for a while if you wish, my Lord. There is no hurry.
Two or three months is more than acceptable.”

They truly had managed to annoy her with their blathering. Annoy and quite likely insult her.
As if her prowess and capability during the war suddenly meant nothing. As if Voldemort
suddenly thought the young witch inconsequential and not worth listening to. They would
have to learn better.

Again.  

Voldemort almost pitied them. Almost.

Harry raised his head for the first time during dinner.

“You have begun rebuilding?” he asked while the elves whisked away the empty dishes and
served the second course.

“Yes, certainly.” Astoria smiled at him. “I had it all prepared before your marriage ceremony,
and the rebuilding started that evening. We began with the shops and flats in Diagon Alley
immediately. It will take time, for while magic can do much, it cannot do everything and not
everyone knows the right incantations. And one actually has to know about what makes a
stable building, before building one. On top of that, one needs magical power to build with
magic.”

“That much is obvious. But you are already beginning to look at the Manors? I assume
Diagon Alley is soon to be finished then? What about Hogsmeade, Knockturn Alley,
Horisont Alley, Element Alley, Mythic Alley and Hogwarts?”

“Oh no, the whole magical shopping district in London, Diagon Alley and all the other
Alleys you mentioned, will not be entirely finished for months, I’m afraid, but the work on
Hogsmeade has already begun. We hope to begin the work on Hogwarts sometime after Yule,
spring at the latest. Parents won’t send their children away to school for a while anyway, so
we can focus on making sure that everyone has an adequate and safe place to live, and that
shops can open and do business again. The order of importance regarding the Manors is just
so the owners of said Manors will stop pestering me about it. Britain will not have competent
people to use on the Manors in a year, or more. If anyone wants to hire people from abroad,
then that is, of course, their right.”

Harry nodded. “What about other places, like Barnton, Falmouth, Tinworth, Portree, Cork
and Godric’s Hollow? Some of those places were hit hard, and Godric’s Hollow was
eradicated completely.”

“Some of the partially wizarding villages no longer hold any magical families,” Astoria
sighed. “The Muggles will do the rebuilding however they want.” She hesitated. “The places
that we will rebuild will no longer be shared with Muggles. We cannot afford any kind of



suspicion thrown at us. We never had the numbers against the Muggles to begin with, and
now … We simply cannot afford it, at all. I do not particularly want to tell people where to
live, but we have no choice in the matter. We have to make it obligatory for everyone to live
in purely magical places. Or very isolated, of course.

“The magical district in London will be the only exception, and the wards and concealment
spells around that place are already being enhanced enormously. The Ministry and St.
Mungo’s will be moved to suitable places, hopefully within two years’ time. A desire for at
least one more purely magical village has been mentioned by many. Not everyone wants to
live in Scotland or in London, but it’s not easy to decide where that other place should be.”

Voldemort knew that a lot of people from the opposite side saw this as a terrible loss. They
hadn’t wanted to separate further from the Muggles, they liked the influence, or at the very
least saw no harm in it, or the Muggles themselves. Now, with so very few magicals alive
after the devastating war, Voldemort had easily made them see reason. The magical
community could not take any chances, on any front, if they wanted to survive. Voldemort’s
proposal to remove themselves more or less completely from the Muggles hadn’t been one of
the points of the peace treaty that Ministry and the Order of the Phoenix had fought on.

They had balked on the issue of Muggleborn children being taken from their parents in their
infancy, though. Voldemort had been prepared to give in, to make the whole ordeal a bit
easier to swallow for them, if the children began in a magical daycare and then in a school for
younger magical children. But the risk they all ran by doing it that way, combined with Miss
Granger’s word about how lost she, a genius in her own right, had felt on first arriving in the
magical world, had changed his mind. Leaving magical children in the Muggle world until
they were supposed to begin at Hogwarts was ludicrous, and Voldemort ardently believed
that it would be safest for magical Britain to completely separate from the Muggles.

“What’s the best alternative?” Harry asked Astoria.

“Godric’s Hollow, without a doubt. The war destroyed every part of it, so it should be easier
to remove it from the Muggles’ sight, since no one lives there anymore. It’s ideal, really. It’s
just one problem …”

Harry had frozen with his fork partway to his mouth, now he lowered his fork slowly and
watched Astoria like she was a hissing snake that threatened him. Voldemort almost frowned
at him. He couldn’t see anything in Astoria’s words that should garner such a reaction.

“What’s the problem?” Harry asked hoarsely.

“No one actually wants to live there. You surely know that Fiendfyre burned the place down
completely and people fear that the viciousness of the flames created a new type of
poltergeist, or something like that. Others are afraid that the Fiendfyre will reignite if anyone
tries to live there. For people that know more about ghosts and magic than the Muggles,
magicals are entirely too superstitious.”

Harry swallowed hard and put his fork and knife down on his plate. His hands were shaking,
and he put them in his lap, under the table.



“Harry? What’s wrong?” Astoria asked. “Surely you don’t believe any of those ghost stories?
And you know enough about Fiendfyre to know that the curse doesn’t work like that.”

Voldemort knew Harry did, and he also had a growing suspicion while watching Harry’s pale
face and set jaw.

“I would claim I know more than most about Fiendfyre, by quite a bit,” Harry whispered. “In
fact, I’m possibly the closest thing we come to an expert on the curse. Hermi claimed no one
else would be daft enough to do what I have done with it. If Fiendfyre isn’t properly
dismissed, no one can miss the signs; it’s fire in the form of animals, for fucks sake. And if
the curse is properly dismissed, then it has to be cast again to be ignited, no if’s or but’s about
it. And Fiendfyre destroys everything, even souls, so there will not be any ghosts.” He
swallowed hard.

Astoria nodded slowly and waited a moment to ask:

“Might I quote you on that? As our resident expert on the curse?”

“Certainly, if you think it will help.”

“Thank you. Godric’s Hollow is the best place to rebuild, but I have to consider that people
really might not want to live there anymore. I know I wouldn’t want to, and not because of
any ghosts or Fiendfyre.” Her voice got low, and Harry only nodded while looking down at
his plate.

Astoria’s face had gone pale now and her eyes glazed. She had lost people she liked at
Godric’s Hollow, but Voldemort suspected that Harry had lost more. After all, the Light had
attacked Godric’s Hollow because his own forces had used the place to keep prisoners. It had
been taken over by his forces for years by that point.

The attack and following battle that ended in the Fiendfyre burning the place down, had
lasted for more than a week, and to this day he did not know how many of their prisoners the
Light had gotten out. Until now, he had thought most if not all, but Harry was far too affected
for that to be so.

The conversation was hard to pick up again after that. Severus and Draco discussed more
potions theory and Voldemort joined them for a bit, but neither Harry nor Astoria joined in on
any kind of conversation. They sat on either side of Voldemort and ate silently and
automatically. Draco touched Astoria’s shoulder at one point, and she looked at him with a
sad smile and shook her head, after that, Draco let her in peace.
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Harry didn’t look up again and by the beginning of the pudding course it became quite
obvious to Voldemort that Harry was struggling with more than just memories. He sat rigidly
in his chair and chewed on his bottom lip hard enough to draw blood.

“Harry?” Voldemort asked.

“I know.” Harry clenched his fist on the table. “I’m working on it.” It was a growl.

Then he was right. It was the soul shard acting up again. Less than 24 hours after the last time
it had to be calmed down. That was not good. For his own part it was simply inconvenient,
for Harry it was much worse. It was still far too early to conclude whether it would always be
this way, with less than a full day and night between the episodes, but it was not off to a great
start either.

And it would get Harry agitated again, he had no doubt. Rightfully so, he had to concede.

Now Astoria, Draco and Severus were looking at Harry, but Severus had enough sense to
look away hastily without any prompting. Astoria and Draco were a bit slower, and Astoria
gave Voldemort a worried glance before looking away and forcing herself to begin a
conversation with her husband, and pull Severus into it.

“That it happens now does not necessarily indicate that it always has to happen this rapidly,”
Voldemort said in a low voice.

“I know that,” Harry ground out and got stiffly to his feet.

Just as stiffly he went towards the door without looking at anyone. Voldemort got to his feet,
with the rest of the table following him immediately. He nodded at Astoria and said:

“I will talk to you all later.” His gaze went to Severus and watched as the man nodded, then
bowed. He knew he could not leave without talking to Voldemort first.

Harry was already halfway up the first flight of stairs. He went quickly, but still stiffly, and he
was shaking slightly. Voldemort considered trying to say something while he walked beside
Harry up the second flight of stairs. But what could he say in this situation that did not rub
salt in the wounds, or enraged Harry?

From Harry’s point of view, this was Voldemort’s fault. In Voldemort’s own point of view, it
also was his fault. He could not possibly have known the consequences of his actions, and
yet, he had done them, and this was the result. He had experienced a notable betterment of his
mind and faculties because Harry was in close proximity to him part of the day. For Harry it



was surely the other way around. Because of this, his already battered mind suffered even
more.

What was there to say in such a situation? Voldemort couldn’t even act contrite, because
while he was apologetic that Harry suffered, he wasn’t even the slightest bit remorseful for
what he had done. It had worked better for him than he had anticipated. He could not regret
stabilising his mind further.

So, he walked silently beside his spouse and only turned when he heard Nagini hiss:

“Young consort, you are in pain again! What have you done now?”

The great serpent stared unblinkingly at Voldemort, the closest thing she came to a glare, he
was sure, and he was about to answer when Harry faltered with a whimper and grasped
blindly in the air.

“No, no, no, too much. Please. Too much!” He careened and struck the wall with a shoulder.
“Please, no, too much. No! It’s … too much! No!”

“Young consort? Nagini will help you!” She slithered closer.

Harry held his hands around his head and sobbed while he muttered the same words again
and again.

If the soul shard in Harry drove Harry to crave physical contact with Voldemort, that Harry
didn’t want, and then the soul shard in Nagini told Harry to relax, which he probably didn’t
want to do right now either … Then two outside forces, or at least outside forces as far as
Harry’s own will went, were pushing him in two different directions. Neither way which
Harry actually wanted to go. He was pushed mercilessly towards doing something he didn’t
want to, and feeling something that was completely wrong for the situation he was in.

That would be too much for anyone. Let alone one that was as battered and hurt as Harry
already was.

“Nagini, dearest, go talk to Astoria, I will help Harry,” Voldemort said.

“But the young consort is in pain …” she looked like she wanted to get even closer to Harry,
but Harry was sobbing harshly now, his whole body trembling.

“I know, and I will take care of it. Go.”

She hissed in agitation and he knew she would sulk about being sent away later, and then she
disappeared down the stairs.

Harry calmed down a bit when Nagini left, but he was still trembling on the floor. Voldemort
knelt by him.

“Harry, can you hear me?”

His only answer was a whimper.



“Harry, it’s not over yet. We should get you to your rooms.”

This time there was no answer at all. Voldemort wondered if the soul shard were ripping into
Harry’s mind again. Slowly, and very mindful of the fact that Harry might attack him like he
had done the night before, he put a hand over Harry’s. Only his excellent reflexes made sure
that he not only caught Harry in his arms when he flung himself against Voldemort, but that
he was able to get to his feet afterwards.

The other man clung to him, his legs around Voldemort’s waist and his hands clawing at
Voldemort’s robes before he managed to put one hand down his back under the robes and one
hand on his neck. Voldemort’s own arms were around Harry’s back, under his shirt, and at the
base of his skull. Harry’s face was burrowed against Voldemort’s neck.

While Voldemort was grateful for the fact that it seemed that Harry, or the soul shard, was
satisfied with the placement of Harry’s hands, and thus would probably not claw his back
open again, Harry’s mouth, and teeth, so close to his throat, did indeed worry him. The claw
marks he had gotten the night before had been less than fun, but the truly unsettling part had
been when Harry had plunged his teeth into Voldemort’s throat, dangerously close to his
jugular. That was something Voldemort did not need to experience again.

Ever.

After he left Harry the night before, he had used the rest of the night trying to figure out what
kind of magical creature-, or being-, heritage, Harry had. Because as far as Voldemort knew,
there were no creature or being that could look and act completely human, and then partly
transform and get the teeth and claws of a predator. Not like Harry had done. Voldemort
would guess it was the claws and teeth of a kind of big cat, but it was impossible to be
certain, because he had only felt the teeth and claws, not seen them.

Could it be that it was the soul shard that had made it happen? That when it had been driven
into almost killing Harry, everything, and anything, of Voldemort’s was good enough to keep
it from extinction, including Voldemort’s blood? Could it be a survival trait, somehow?
Voldemort didn’t know, and he was loath to ask Harry and get him distressed over yet another
thing that he couldn’t control or didn’t understand. He was already obviously on the very
brink of what he could cope with.

What Voldemort did know was that his spouse was a mystery, and Voldemort liked to solve
mysteries. This mystery was definitely one worth solving.

Voldemort opened the door into Harry’s suite and got them into the bedroom, where Harry
suddenly licked his neck once. That was almost certainly not good, so Voldemort vanished
Harry’s shirt and his own robes before the teeth came into play. The other man strengthened
his hold around Voldemort. Only the fact that Harry was starved and far too slender,
combined with the fact that Voldemort did care enough about his body to exercise, got them
into the bed without accidents.

Harry continued to cling to Voldemort, but kept from clawing and biting, which was a good
sign, Voldemort supposed. He knew that when Harry was able to focus again, he wouldn’t be



happy about being chest against chest. Being that way was somehow too close, but right now,
it was impossible for Voldemort to change their position, so he had to be patient and wait.

And he did.

Less than an hour went by before Harry began to breathe faster and sob silently, his body
shaking slightly. Voldemort made sure to not move his hands and keep his breath slow and
steady.

“What the hell …” Harry groaned.

Silence. Harry moved enough to find a better position and then slowly he relaxed, bit by bit.
He didn’t try to turn around and didn’t try to get away. Voldemort didn’t know if Harry found
it hard to move away because of the soul shard, or if he was confused enough not to realise
the situation completely.

“Seriously,” Harry said after a while, his voice raw but also more clear than before. “What
the hell happened? I had it under some kind of control and then … I think … I lost it … again
… Damn, Nagini was there and …” He groaned. “Do I owe her another pair of rabbits and an
apology?” 

“No, it is I who owe her an apology. She wanted to help you, but because I believe it was she,
or the soul shard in her, that made things harder on you, I sent her away. She did not want to
leave you, and I became sharp with her.”

Voldemort knew exactly what, or more precisely who, he could give Nagini as an apology.

Let the fool have some worth in his miserable life.

“Do explain that for me again. Slowly.”

Despite the confusion Harry still didn’t seem upset, and Voldemort found himself grateful for
that.

“You seemed relatively fine when leaving the dining room. Not happy, but functioning and
completely cognisant.”

“That I remember.”

“When we arrived at the last landing Nagini appeared, smelling your distress all the way
from my rooms. It seemed that her arrival brought you confusion and pain. That was how I
interpreted it. You said it was too much, you said ‘no’ and you pleaded for it to stop. It
seemed to me that you now had to wrestle with the soul shard inside you, and its needs, as
well as the soul shard inside Nagini and its usually calming effect on you. That seemed to be
too much for your own mind, and I sent Nagini away. You appeared to calm down then, but
was no longer cognisant. I got you into your rooms. It has been a bit over an hour now.”

“I vaguely remember hearing Nagini … and nothing after that.” He shivered suddenly, and
then shivered even harder.



Voldemort pulled the blankets over them both and put a warming spell on them.

“Did I seem delirious to you?” Harry whispered through the shivers.    

“As I said, I doubt you were cognisant in the time you do not remember, but it was nothing at
all compared to yesterday.”

“Good,” Harry said vehemently, and Voldemort couldn’t help but agree. “I really have to try
to turn around, it’s becoming too much. Too close …”

“Of course. Go slowly at first, just to be sure.”

Harry did, and it seemed that he didn’t have too much trouble turning around. Voldemort
didn’t know if it was deliberately on Harry’s part or if it was the soul shard that made it
happen, but when Harry had his back to Voldemort, he pressed himself closer and his hands
over Voldemort’s pushed Voldemort’s hands into Harry’s flesh. Voldemort thought it best not
to comment, at this time.

Harry stopped shivering after a while.

“I’m glad that you use trousers under your robes. I’m certain that would have been too much
skin against skin contact for me, at this point.”

Voldemort hesitated, but in the end saw no reason not to admit the truth. “I do not usually
wear trousers under my robes. I began today. Yesterday I conjured a pair when I realised I
needed them, or more to the point, that you would probably prefer it if I used them.”

“Oh. Well. The sentiment still stands.” He was quiet for a while. “So, Nagini and an agitated
soul shard does not mix then.”

“It would seem so. I will inform her, and she will keep away at those times.”

Harry swallowed audibly. “Do you believe that this means that this … thing … has to happen
once every day?”

“I cannot say. You largely handled it better today than yesterday and regained awareness
faster than yesterday, too. The fact that you needed skin against skin contact again today
might be a remnant after yesterday. Or it might not. I do not want to speculate with this little
information.”

“Alright. I see your point.” He hesitated. “Could I move your hand a bit?”

“Yes, certainly, always feel free to do so when I am touching you.”

Harry moved the hand that lay over his stomach higher up and placed it over his sternum.
The other hand was already placed over Harry’s collarbone.

“Any specific reason for that move?” Voldemort asked.

“Did you notice what your hand brushed?”



“A prominent scar,” Voldemort said slowly. “You have a lot of them, I think I am touching at
least two right now.”

“Yes, but that scar is … worse. The memories connected to it are worse.”

“Noted. I will remember that.”

“Thanks.”

They didn’t speak any more until Harry suggested that he felt better and slowly inched away
from Voldemort, before breathing a sigh of relief. He looked over his shoulder and nodded at
Voldemort.

“I’m going to take a shower and then take a walk in the park, since the rain has let up.”

“Do that.” Voldemort got out of the bed and was walking across their shared sitting room
when he heard Harry call for Dobby and ask the elf to air out the bedroom. Voldemort could
understand the notion. The room held the scent of fear and despair, the sheets on the bed were
saturated in sweat and tears. Even if the situation had been quieter than the day before, it
hadn’t been easy. Better, yes, but far from easy. 

Voldemort dressed in black robes and went straight down to the dungeons. He hadn’t
intended to be away from his prisoners for so long, but he had had to check in on Harry and
then they had begun to talk. Talking with Harry was much more interesting than to hear the
wretched men snivel their pathetic excuses. Voldemort would never like when his people
failed him, but he knew now that he could manage failure better than he could handle
excuses.

When he stopped at the bottom of the stairs, he removed his glamour and wasn’t much
surprised that he still had his least human appearance. Pathetic excuses on top of failure; it
was simply too much. Not even hours of interesting discussion or thoughts of the mystery
Harry was, could change that fact. But he was grateful that his glamour was good enough that
Harry didn’t seem to notice.

He went into the only occupied cell in the dungeon. Two men sat chained to their chairs, and
one man hung by his wrists from chains on the wall.

“Do you want to tell me again how you managed to misplace one single witch?” he hissed at
the man on the wall.

He was the one that came with the pathetic justifications. The two others were at least smart
enough to apologise for their failure and come up with a couple of ideas on how to find the
witch again.

“My Lord, I’m sorry, I’m sorry, please! She was just a slip of a girl, how were we to know
…! My Lord …!”

The red colour of the Cruciatus Curse lit up the room and the man screamed and tossed
around in his chains. Voldemort only held the curse for half a minute. Enough to be noticed,



but far from devastating. If he revelled in the man’s pained screams, then Harry wasn’t here
to get upset about it.

“How did you manage to lose Miss Granger? You are three wizards that had the task to keep
track of one witch!”

The man on the wall gasped for air. “It wasn’t our fault! She is a sneaky little mudblood and
tricked us!” He screamed as he was hit with another Cruciatus. Voldemort kept this one
going far longer.

Voldemort turned towards the two men chained to the chairs. 

“And you two?”

“My Lord, we underestimated her, gravely,” one man said hurriedly. “We thought too highly
of ourselves and our own expertise and did not consider that she has lived on the run for
years and is most likely very well versed at losing people that’s on her tail. She is highly
intelligent and scarily competent, to be quite honest, my Lord.”  

“So, instead of blaming your failure on her through her shortcomings, you blame your failure
on her through her competence. At least it is original, and most likely far closer to the truth. I
have it on good authority that she could wipe the floor with the three of you without batting
an eye. You will stay here tonight and leave tomorrow to pick up Miss Granger’s trail again,
and to make sure that you try your best, Nagini will keep you company while you are here.”

Voldemort left and found Astoria, Nagini, Draco and Severus in the parlour next to the dining
room. Astoria had Nagini’s great head on her lap and was petting her, which was why
Voldemort simply waved it away when Astoria tried to get up to bow when he entered the
room, but was hindered due to her lap being full of content serpent. Severus and Draco got
up, bowed, and waited to sit until Voldemort did.

Nagini hissed happily. He would have to give her a rabbit or two a week or so from now,
instead of feeding that snivelling wretch to her. He would surely give her indigestion,
besides; Voldemort was not supposed to feed her people anymore.

Or so Astoria claimed.  

Voldemort himself claimed that if he was going to kill someone anyway, they could at least
be of some use by feeding his familiar.

“My Lord, how is Harry?” Astoria asked, because she was the only one of them who both
cared enough and had the nerve to do so. Except Nagini, of course, but she was half asleep.

“Better now. He is soon on his way out into the garden, I imagine. It was not nearly as
harrowing as yesterday, and while I hope it will be a bit longer until the next episode, I am
not sure that I can truly believe it. Harry, of course, hopes so even more fervently than I.”

“Then, you found out what was wrong with Mr. Potter, my Lord?” Severus asked.



“Yes, I did, Severus, and this is a secret you have to keep completely to yourself. I will not
tell you what his vulnerability is, none of you will know that much, but you can never reveal
that he has such a vulnerability at all. Just know that I am the only one able to help him, and
that if he ever asks for me, you will do whatever necessary to make sure I know of it. No
matter the circumstance. There is no excuse good enough not to get word to me as soon as
humanly and magically possible. No excuse at all. This has almost taken his life once; I will
not risk such a thing again. I hope I have made myself clear?”

“Absolutely, my Lord,” Severus said and bowed from his sitting position.

Draco and Astoria did the same.

Voldemort didn’t intend to leave Harry much alone until Harry reached a point where he was
able to ask for the help he needed. To do something else would be dangerous. 

“Is there anything I can do for him, my Lord, except tell you if he should need me to?”
Astoria asked.

“I do not believe so, Astoria. He agreed to speak somewhat to you when he refused to speak
to me. Whatever you have been doing so far is good enough, please continue doing it.”

She smiled. “Yes, my Lord. Thank you, my Lord. Would you like something to drink, tea or
something stronger?”

“Something stronger, I think. The idiots in the dungeon have given me a headache. Not a
literal one, but still …” He accepted a tumbler of firewhiskey from Prim.

“How did they lose Granger, my Lord?” Draco asked and got his own tumbler from Prim.

“Through their own incompetence or her competence, depending how you want to look at it.”
He took a drink.

“My Lord, why do you want to keep an eye on Miss Granger?” Astoria asked and took her
wine glass from Prim.

“Because she is Harry’s closest friend, and someone already tried to use her against him.”

Astoria frowned in thought.

“Madam Bones and the whole debacle at the Ministry,” he added.

“Oh,” she said. “Oh my, that’s not good!”

“Indeed,” he said drily because he found that statement a touch too timid. “There is only a
question of time before someone gets their hands on her and tries to force Harry into doing
something. He would do it too, without question or thought. Not because he is a Gryffindor,”
he said sharply when Draco rolled his eyes, “but because that is how they have lived for
almost the entire war. Completely dependent on each other, and no one else. If I could trust
Harry to ask for help, it would be different, but he will not ask for any help at this point in



time. So, I would much rather know where Miss Granger is, and whom she associates with,
than one day find out that Harry has taken off because someone threatens Miss Granger.”

“Would you like me to impress the importance of their mission on the idiots in the dungeon,
my Lord?” Astoria asked sweetly. There was a cold fire now, in her ice blue eyes.

He nodded at her. “An excellent idea, Astoria. I am quite done with their foolishness. The
fool that hangs on the wall is the greatest of the three of them. All of them must be able to get
back to their task tomorrow morning, but if they can be properly motivated not to fail me
again, that would be appreciated. Take Nagini with you, I promised them her company
tonight. Though, she is not to maim, kill or eat them.”

He repeated his words to Nagini, and the two of them left to do his bidding, and have their
fun.
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Magical Legacy
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The table in front of Harry was covered in books, notebooks, loose parchment and writing
implements. He put down a heavy tome and gave an even heavier sigh. After spending
almost the whole day before and three hours today with all the post that had accumulated for
him, he had retreated to the library. The rain was pouring down, as it had much of the last
week, and while there was no trouble for him to take a walk in the rain, being outside was not
as tempting when everything was this wet, grey, and miserable. He liked reading better than
he had ever thought possible when he was at school, and he did appreciate how much one
could learn from books, but he still didn’t like it as much as Hermione, especially not when
he had no other occupation to keep him busy. Or when he didn’t find even one bloody
answer!

“Alright, Dobby, please remove this batch of books and …” Harry flipped through the
catalogue book, trying to find anything that caught his eye, anything that might get him
closer to an answer. “What about raising magical children, surely there is something about
magical cores and how they expand in them …”

He said it more to himself than Dobby, but then decided to give it a try and gave Dobby the
titles of the books he wanted. Hoping almost against hope that somewhere in those books
there would be something that would give him a new lead to follow. He needed that, he
needed something to work on, before he drowned in misery and desperation because of the
whole soul fragment situation that continuously fucked with his mind. He desperately needed
to think of something else, at least for some hours every day.

Dobby placed book after book on the rearing of magical children in front of Harry, and Harry
began to skim through them. He used a charm to highlight the word ‘core’ whenever it came
up on a page, and then another part of the spell made the book move its pages to the next
place where the word was, every time he tapped a highlighted word with his wand. It was
Hermione that had made that ingenious searching charm, naturally.

Halfway through the fourth book, an old tome heavy with time and use, Harry came upon
something he had never heard about before. Magical Legacy. Something that happened when
the child became an adult, often leading to an expansion of the magical core or even new
powers.

It was the first he had ever heard of it. It couldn’t be widely known, at least not anymore. Or
maybe it was some kind of taboo? How come he never had heard of it, how come Hermione
had never heard of it? It sounded awfully much like what had happened to them. Not a
perfect fit, by any means, but closer than anything else he had ever heard or read about.

Hurriedly he used a variation of the earlier searching charm, to search for the words ‘Magical
Legacy’ in all the books on the table. Only three of them held anything about the
phenomenon, and none gave him much more than that first book. That made it even more



mysterious, because in the first book it almost sounded like every child got their Magical
Legacy when they became an adult. But that book was old, Harry honestly couldn’t guess
how old.

Suddenly Dobby reminded him of teatime. By now Harry almost always had tea and dinner,
instead of lunch and dinner with Voldemort, Astoria, and Draco. Except that one time a week
ago when he and Voldemort had had tea alone. That had been strangely agreeable, and Harry
didn’t think he would mind much if that happened again. Being alone with Voldemort made it
easier to observe him and it made it harder for Voldemort to obscure himself, his opinions,
and his emotions by talking to someone else. Also, there were some things that it was easier
to ask about and talk about when it was only the two of them. The other times there was only
the two of them, the times were the soul shard forced them into contact and punished Harry
harshly if he balked … At those times it was often hard to think, hard to talk and hard to stay
completely in the moment. Because he very much wished he wasn’t.

So very much wished he wasn’t.

Harry rose and found his way to the parlour that was used as a tearoom. Voldemort, Astoria
and Draco were there already. Nagini lay in front of a roaring fireplace.

“Harry, how are you today?” Astoria asked and handed him a cup, already prepared as he
liked it.

“Thank you. I’m … more befuddled than usual, actually.” He sipped the tea, and it was
perfect. The scones smelled heavenly and when he opened one that was pre-cut, the scent of
oranges got more intense. He buttered the two halves and waited for the butter to melt.

“Oh, really? Do tell?” She smiled at him and handed Draco his cup, Voldemort already had
one. “Maybe we can help.”

“Well …” Harry looked at Voldemort. He hadn’t tried to get Harry to talk about his expanded
magical core in weeks now. He hadn’t given any sign that he would force Harry to speak of it
or force Harry to give him an answer he didn’t have. It seemed he had accepted that Harry
didn’t want to talk about it.

What would happen if Harry did talk about it? The books in the library didn’t have any more
answers, and he wanted answers, damn it! He wanted to understand something pertaining to
him. He wanted to solve just one situation, just one mystery. There were more than enough
mysteries in his life, thank you very much.

“Well,” he said again and sipped his tea. “I came across this term in a book, something I have
never heard of before, ever, and it wasn’t mentioned in many books at all and the one that
held the most information was old, truly old … So, now I wonder where to find more about
this term.”

He should just tell them. Draco and Astoria knew the other libraries at the Manor and
Voldemort had his own huge collection. If Harry didn’t talk about it, there was no way for
them to give him any help at all, or even know if they wanted to help him. He should just tell
them; he should just ask …



“Are any of you familiar with the term Magical Legacy?” Harry asked hesitantly. He didn’t
want them to know how much he wanted, needed, an answer, but he feared he was rather
transparent.

Astoria frowned, but then slowly shook her head.

“I know we have a few books with the term, in the main library, but I have never come across
the term anywhere else,” Draco admitted.

Harry steeled himself and looked at Voldemort. Red eyes met green.

“I am somewhat familiar with the term, yes, and the experience too,” Voldemort said.

“What exactly is it, and how does it work? Could you tell me, please?” Harry swallowed
hard. Maybe he would finally have an answer.

If Voldemort wanted to answer him.

If he told the truth.

“You believe this could be relevant to your own situation?” Voldemort asked.

“I have no idea, there was so little information in those books, but it is the closest I have ever
come,” Harry admitted.

“Eat, and I will tell you.” Voldemort looked down at the scone on Harry’s plate and Harry
gladly bit into the warm scone, zesty orange and salty butter melting in his mouth. The house
elves truly knew how to cook.

“The term Magical Legacy is very seldom used anymore, as the practice has more or less
died out here in Britain,” Voldemort began.

“Practice? As in something someone does? Not something that simply happens?” Harry
asked before taking another bite of the scone.

“No, not something that simply happens, no. Though, I do understand why you would think
so. Most books that mention the Magical Legacy makes it sound like a natural occurrence,
like something every witch and wizard experiences when they reach maturity. It is not a
natural occurrence, and that is partly the reason it has died out, or been banned, the last two
centuries, at least here in Britain. Other countries are not anywhere near as limiting in their
views.”

“Banned,” Harry repeated heavily.

“Banned, with heavy consequences should an adult force a child through it. As if a sixteen-
year-old is not mature enough to decide for themselves, their magic and their life. The
prohibition of the Magical Legacy is one of the reasons Britain’s magical society seems to
lose magical power. While the power level for witches and wizards in countries where the
Magical Legacy is observed, is as great as it ever was.”



“What exactly is the Magical Legacy, and how come none of the books actually come right
out and say it?” Harry finished the first half of the scone and leaned back in the sofa with his
teacup. He might sit a bit too close to Voldemort, but not as close as he could sit, and there
was no painful attraction, so he could actually relax.

“Because at the time when the majority of those books was penned, it was so widely known
what the Magical Legacy was and how it worked, it would seem superfluous to write it down.
It would be like mentioning you have to use your wand to cast a spell. Other books have been
heavily censored.

“The Magical Legacy is a ritual an adult helps a child through, in the hours before the child
will be an adult. If the ritual is done right, then at the exact moment the child will reach their
adulthood, the very minute they were born seventeen years earlier, they will undergo an
expansion of their magical core and it will give them all the magical power at their disposal.
Most children that do not do this ritual will have less power at their disposal then they could
have had with the ritual. A few do not experience an expansion in their magical core after the
ritual, as their core has already grown to their full potential. An even smaller number gets
some kind of new and close to unique power.”

“What’s the disadvantage to this? Why would it be banned?” Astoria asked, before Harry got
the chance to. “I feel that I’m powerful enough, but to know that there is a chance that I could
have had more power, that I in fact could have been meant to have more power … Why in
Hades would something like that be banned?” She scowled now.

“The ritual requires blood from both parties, freely given …” Voldemort began.

Astoria actually cut him off with a groan. “Please don’t tell me that the idiots in power
banned a ritual as Dark just because it needs blood!? There are Healing spells and potions
that need human blood, freely given! Spells and potions that are the only technique to heal
specific, and nasty, illnesses and curses!”

“As you wish, then I will not tell you that that is precisely what occurred. I will simply tell
Harry that.” Voldemort met his eyes. Genuine mirth dancing in the red depths.

“Is this an old argument?” Harry asked and looked from Voldemort to Astoria and back. “It
sounds like an old argument.”

“More like an old whining feast,” Draco muttered behind his cup and flinched when Astoria
hissed at him. “I’m so sorry, my Lord, please forgive me. I didn’t mean anything by it!”
Draco had gone pale when he realised what he had said and about whom.

Voldemort turned towards Draco, but Harry snickered. “Hermi raged for days every time she
came across some piece of magic that had been deemed as Dark Arts and banned just because
it required blood. She could somewhat agree to the sanctions when the blood didn’t need to
be freely given, but when that was a requirement … She could almost breathe fire in her
rage.”

“I feel like I could,” Astoria grumbled. “It’s getting ridiculous. How long will we find magic
that has been deemed Dark and banned because of things like that?”



“For a long while yet,” Voldemort said, and finally took his eyes off Draco that seemed to
take his first breath in minutes. “But I have been working on it, and we should be able to give
back some of the magic to the people within a year. The Magical Legacy will be one of the
first rituals released to the public.”

“Then you know the actual ritual?” Harry asked.

“Yes, I did it when I reached my majority, with the help of a parent of one of my school
mates. It was illegal, of course, but the family still did it for their children, even though, as far
as I am aware, that generation was the last.”

“Could you tell me approximately what was done and how that affected you, please?” Harry
licked his lips. It was still the closest he had come, but he hadn’t done a ritual at that point in
time and as far as he could remember he hadn’t given his blood for any ritual either. And still
… it was the closest he had ever come.

Voldemort looked at him and Harry half expected him to decline, but then he did tell Harry
and the others about the ritual, a simple but powerful thing, and about what happened to
Voldemort afterward and how that had felt.

Harry slumped back on the sofa.

“This was not what happened to you?” Voldemort stated after a moment of silence. 

Harry shook his head. “At first, I wanted to believe it was, that I had somehow done the ritual
in some way that I couldn’t remember, but … How you describe the expansion of your
magical core doesn’t fit with what happened to us, so it can’t be that.”

Us, I said us. Damn! They might already have guessed that it wasn’t only me, but I just
confirmed it! Damn it all!

 “If I may ask, how does it not fit with what happened to you?” Voldemort asked.

Harry only hesitated a moment. He had initiated this because he wanted answers and
Voldemort still was his most likely source. It would be stupid to stop now.

“First of, both of us had reached our majority already. It happened in June the year I became
eighteen and Hermi became nineteen. Then, you described the expansion of your core as
something that happened in a moment and then became completely stable, also something
that wasn’t painful or … well … scary, to be quite frank.

“We thought … we thought we were cursed, somehow, and that because we couldn’t find out
how or when or what or anything, we were going to die. There was so much blood, so much
pain, both of us passed out several times each day it happened to us. Fortunately, when I was
under the weather, Hermi could function, and the other way around, or we would surely have
died. It took time, and I still can’t remember it as a whole. It took months. Months of pain,
and fear, and desperation and of not understanding what the fuck was happening to us and
why.”



Harry took a deep, shaky breath and looked up from his hands, right at Voldemort. “And our
cores never truly stabilised, they have stopped expanding, a long time ago, but our magic is
not as stable as other peoples. Hermi … Hermi believes that happened because we became
more powerful than we were supposed to ever become. That … our cores are …
overbalanced, somehow.” He swallowed. “That’s what happened, that’s all I know.”

Voldemort was watching him with calm, red eyes, and he didn’t look like he wanted to force
more answers out of Harry. He didn’t look like he didn’t believe Harry, when Harry said that
was all he knew about it.

“In all magic there are ways to pervert the original goal, to rearrange the original parameters
and get something similar, but not the same, and certainly something much less healthy. What
you describe is more Dark Arts than a lot of the spells the Ministry of Magic has banned. I do
not know why anyone would have wished to pervert the Magical Legacy when it is so simple
to do, and anyone who is capable of perverting it must know how to do the original ritual.”

Out of the corner of his eye Harry saw Draco jerk and he turned his head. Draco’s eyes were
huge and his pale face was almost grey, perspiration covered his forehead.

“Harry, you said it happened in June the year we became eighteen. Do you remember the
date?” Draco’s voice was hoarse and Astoria took his hand gingerly.

“Wait a minute. Dobby?”

Dobby popped in.

“Dobby answers Master Harry! What can Dobby do for Master Harry?” He grinned, big
green eyes crinkling in the corners.

“Could you get my bag please?” Harry asked and Dobby popped away and was back a
moment later, bowing and holding Harry’s beaded bag towards Harry. “Thank you, Dobby.
That was all.”

Dobby grinned again and popped away.

Harry summoned a book from the bag, a notebook that Hermione had begun to write in to
remember what was happening with them and around them during the Horcrux hunt, and
later the war. She had the original, but Harry had wanted a copy and she had made it for him.
He flipped through it until he found the right day.

“1st of July, 1998,” he said aloud and looked at Draco.

Draco swallowed hard. “That is a year and a day after Dumbledore died, making it a rather
usual time frame for rituals and oaths.”

Harry blinked. Never, in a hundred years, would he have put those two pieces together.
Never. And yet, it didn’t really surprise him that Draco remembered that day better than
Harry did. Draco had almost been forced to kill Dumbledore to save his parents, and he had
failed. That day, that date, would be burned into his memory.



Harry remembered it happening. Remembered the curse flying green from Snape’s wand.
Remembered Dumbledore sailing through the air and over the balustrade on the tower and
through the night beneath them. He knew it happened in summer, right before the school
ended, but the date … He hadn’t held on to the date.

“I’m not saying that’s what happened!” Draco hurried on. “How should I know! Simply …
that a year and a day is a usual time frame for some rituals and oaths, even though most of
them stop, not start, working, after that time.”

Voldemort nodded. “It is as you say, and yet, this magic took hold a year and a day after
Dumbledore’s fall. For him to have done this, for him to have twisted something so benign
into something that almost destroyed the recipients and … I suspect … a lot later then he
really wanted it to happen, too …” Voldemort frowned into the air.

“Let me just see if I get where you are going,” Harry said slowly. “You seem to think that
Dumbledore twisted the Magical Legacy ritual into something similar, but a lot Darker.
Something that didn’t need blood freely given, that didn’t need our consent at all, or even our
knowledge of what was happening. And you are saying that he messed up somewhere, so
instead of us getting an innocent power increase to help us fight the war, say a day after he
died, we got something that was anything but innocent, a year and a day after he died.”

“Yes, even if I cannot say it with absolute conviction, that seems to be about it,” Voldemort
said. “That theory fits all the pieces we have at this point, would you not agree? And of
course, there is the fact that you do not always get what you bargain for, when meddling with
the Dark Arts. And twisting life altering rituals like that, is well within the Dark Arts.”

Harry nodded slowly. Because it really seemed that Voldemort had it right. It did fit. It also fit
with what he now knew about the interfering old coot.

“Why didn’t he simply ask us, if he was so determined that we get that power increase, or
whatever? Why not just ask? He must have known the original ritual, why not just take us
through that?” Harry looked at Voldemort. “If it was that important to him, I’m sure he could
have convinced three teenagers, who thought he hung the moon, to go through with it.”

Silence filled the room.

Harry took a second scone and buttered it. Astoria refilled his and Voldemort’s cups.

“It might …” Astoria began, then stopped. “Maybe he didn’t think the original ritual would
give you what he wanted? If he wanted to give you a power increase, I mean.”

Harry closed his eyes. That could be it. Of course it could. Dumbledore wanted his perfect
little soldiers to be as powerful as possible. Never mind the fact that they never were
supposed to be that powerful. Never mind that the task he had set them didn’t require power
so much as information and wit, and they had had precious little of the first and only
Hermione for the second. No, never mind anything of that, because Dumbledore also always
had plans within plans and always for the bloody Greater Good.



“Harry, would you mind terribly to stop shielding your power for a minute or two?”
Voldemort asked. “I have been curious about how much power you hold for some time, and
now I am even more intrigued.”

Harry smiled wryly. “Good to know I’m not the only inquisitive person in this marriage.” He
looked at Draco and Astoria. “Would that be alright with the two of you? You are used to
Voldemort’s power out and about, but it will be different with both of us unshielded.”

“That’s alright, Harry,” Astoria said with a smile and Draco nodded. “You should never fear
to show who you are, or your power, here. And I too, am curious.”

Harry nodded and breathed in and then slowly out again. It was a long while since he had
lowered his shields. He didn’t need to lower them to use all the power in his core, even
though, strictly speaking, using that power was a lot easier when he didn’t shield. Slowly,
with each breath in and out, he stripped his shields from his core. One by one. He did it
gradually just as much for himself, as for those around him. It was months since the last time
he had let his power flow free, and it absolutely felt different than when he shielded it.

This was not the same as when he lost control over his magic, and it poured out of him in
waves of gold and black. That was his power made manifest, his power out of his control,
raging, hungry, crushing. This was invisible and it didn’t hurt anyone, even if it could feel
overwhelming. This was his power under his control, as a part of himself.

On his third breath out, all his power flowed out of him for the first time in so long. As
natural and as easy as breathing. Reaching out of him and flowing through the walls of the
room, through the Manor and out over the land. Radiating like a sun with him as the blazing
nucleus. It actually felt quite good, like stretching his wings after sitting huddled for far too
long.

Harry opened eyes he hadn’t realised he had closed and looked up. Draco sat blinking,
breathing shallowly, almost as if he was afraid to move. Astoria was grinning, ice blue eyes
glittering, but one hand was curled hard around the seat of the sofa, the knuckles were white.
Voldemort was watching Harry with gleaming red eyes and pupils so big Harry couldn’t even
guess that they were vertical. There was a distinct curl to his lips, not derisive or dismissive,
more like genuine pleasure or mirth, or maybe even awe.

Harry swallowed hard. “Should I stop?”

“No, not for my sake,” Voldemort said, was his voice hoarse or lower than usual? Harry
wasn’t sure and he didn’t know what it meant. He looked at the two other occupants of the
room.

“As I already stated, Harry, you are very welcome to be yourself here,” Astoria said. “It
might take some getting used to for us, but if you wish to stop shielding on a regular basis,
then we will get used to it.”

“Then … maybe … if you really mean that … I could not shield for a while longer?”

“Of course. Do you want any more tea?”



Harry didn’t put up his shields again until later that night, before getting ready for dinner. It
was kind of freeing to be able to show his power in full, without fear of inviting an attack
because he was easier to find with his power free, than with it shielded.

When dinner time arrived, Harry was standing just inside the door of the dining room, glaring
at the table with the white cloth napkins, hand painted dishes in silver and gold, and silver
candelabra, like it had affronted him. Dinner started an hour earlier now. Seven instead of
eight. Because after the second time Harry and Voldemort had to leave in the middle of the
pudding course, Astoria changed the dinner times and informed them about it, as if it was a
decision she had made on her own, and not because half the table had to leave the table early.

The last few days Harry could finish dinner and even sit and talk at the table, join the others
for a while in a parlour or have some time for himself in his rooms. But just a little time,
because after dinner Voldemort was never far away. Harry always needed him around that
time. The bloody soul fragment always made Harry need Voldemort. Every fucking night for
a week! It wasn’t letting up; it wasn’t getting better. He hated it. He hated the soul shard and
he hated Voldemort. Why did this have to happen and why did it have to happen like this!
Couldn’t the soul shard have been content with being in the same room as Voldemort; as its
main piece. Harry could have lived with that, so much easier than this.

“Harry?” Voldemort stopped in the doorway, beside him.

“I’m fine, I’m just fucking fine,” Harry snarled.

“Obviously,” Voldemort said dryly.

Harry looked up at him. Voldemort had always seemed so tall, so imposing, and he was tall,
he was imposing, but it wasn’t like he towered over Harry, not by a long shot.

“It’s been a week, a week, and the … episodes … still happens every bloody night. Shouldn’t
they let up by now, if only a little?”

He knew he was pleading, and he knew Voldemort didn’t have any more answers than Harry
himself did. One thing was absolutely certain in Harry’s mind, when it came to the soul shard
and everything relating to it and that situation, Voldemort didn’t lie, and he didn’t hold back
information. Not anymore. He had learned how stupid it was to do that. To play with Harry’s
life and wellbeing. To think that he knew best, better than the one who lived with it.

“Harry, it has only been a week since you all but died,” Voldemort said. “Only one week.
Matters might very well change still, or not, I do not know, but a week to recuperate from
what you went through is nothing.”

“I feel fine, just fine.”

“You are not fine, at all. You may possibly feel fine, but your body is still healing, to say
nothing of your psyche and your emotions. Your magic is, arguably, the only part of you that
is fine.”

Harry frowned at him and opened his mouth.



“An experiment, then,” Voldemort interrupted before Harry could say anything. “Astoria,
would you join us in the parlour for a moment before dinner?” Voldemort began walking
towards Astoria as she and Draco came from the next-door parlour. Harry followed, still
frowning.

He really felt fine, and he didn’t know what Voldemort was on about now.

Draco remained in the dining room and Voldemort closed the door behind Harry. Astoria
turned towards Voldemort and bowed.

“My Lord, how can I be of assistance?”

“I would like you to cast a diagnostic charm on Harry and tell us what that reveals about how
healed Harry’s body is after the near fatal collapse he suffered a week ago.”

Harry’s frown deepened. Voldemort was aiming for something, because Harry knew that
Voldemort very well could cast a charm like that himself. So why didn’t he?

Astoria blinked but twisted her hand and had her wand spring into it.

“With your permission?” She looked at Harry, but he thought he saw frustration, or even
irritation, in her eyes.

“Go ahead.”

Astoria cast the charm and reached for the parchment that got conjured with the charm. She
read the words on the parchment, and then read them again, before looking at Harry. There
was a frown between her eyes, her mouth was a thin line in displeasure, and the frustration in
her eyes were very clear, along with the new fear in them. With a stab of her wand, she made
a green glowing dot in the air at the height of her head, before she stabbed the air again about
a metre below the green dot, and made a red dot.

“Very simply put,” Astoria began and pointed her wand at the green dot. “This is you at peak
health, as good as you get. This is you dead.” She pointed at the red dot. “This is you now.”
She made a third dot, a blue one, just a little above the red ‘Harry is dead’ dot.

Harry gaped at the blue dot, hovering barely above the red dot.

“But I feel fine,” he said.

He could have sworn he heard her give a small growl, similar to the sound Hermione made
when she thought Harry was being particularly obstinate.

“You are functioning, Harry, and that’s the best that can be said about your condition right
now.” Astoria’s voice had become stern, and Harry assumed this was her Healer-with-a-
exasperating-patient voice, every Healer had it. They probably had to take a test to prove they
could use it properly.

“What you survived can be helped with potions, but most of it has to heal from inside, with
time and care. If you hadn’t been taking it easy this last week, I swear you would have felt



much, much worse. I will not recommend total bedrest, you need to use your body a bit, but
no running, no long walks, no duels or duelling cards, no fights, no skipping meals, no
alcohol, no flying, nothing at all that can aggravate your condition and how come you don’t
already know all this! Healer Brentwood isn’t an idiot, he should have told you! He should
have told you it would take time, too.”

“He told me to take it easy and not let it happen again,” Harry defended. “And I’m not going
to let it happen again.”

“He does know you, right? He does understand that you have almost died so many times that
you seemingly no longer understand how serious it is when you almost die?”

“I understand …”

“No, Harry,” Astoria cut him off. “If you had understood how serious this is …” she pointed
at her three dots, “then you wouldn’t have needed this talk a week after you almost died.
Then you would have understood that healing your body from something like that takes time,
more time than a week. Granted, now that you are no longer in immediate danger, you should
be able to heal faster, if you take care!” She didn’t shout loudly, she shouted in a whisper.

“You nearly died! By Merlin, Harry, I actually thought you got help too late! I thought there
would be no way of getting you back from the edge! It’s only been a week, and I get that
recuperation is boring and that you find frustrating, I get that. But give it another week, and if
you are as careful as you have been so far, you will get to see some real healing. And now
that I know how very unsatisfying the guidelines Healer Brentwood gave you are, I will keep
a better eye on you myself!” She glared at him, looked at Voldemort and bowed. “Anything
else, my Lord?”

“No, thank you, Astoria.”

She smiled at Voldemort and left the room.

Harry looked at the three dots she had left in the air until they winked out. He now
understood why Voldemort had asked Astoria to have this talk with Harry. It wasn’t only so
she could tell Harry something he didn’t much want to hear, but also to make sure that
Astoria knew both that Harry didn’t know how weak he still was, and that he didn’t like the
time it took to heal. She was on to him now and would make sure he was careful of his
health, in a way that Harry would have balked at if Voldemort tried something similar.

Voldemort wasn’t a Slytherin for nothing.

The sneaky bastard.

“You are very devious, husband mine,” Harry said with a sigh.

He could practically hear Voldemort’s bewilderment, both at the words and at the slightly
annoyed but not hateful tone. Voldemort may be an exemplary Slytherin, but Harry had
almost been sorted into the same House and he had had quite some time during the war to



learn a thing or two about retaliation. Sometimes the suitable retaliation was pettiness and
confusion, as was the case this time.

“But of course,” Voldemort said, as if it hadn’t taken him several seconds to figure out how to
answer.

Harry smiled to himself in quiet victory. Then the merriment fled him.

“So, I’m still allowed to hope for the episodes to become rarer, when my body heals more?”
Harry said in a low voice without looking at Voldemort.

“You are allowed to hope for that, yes, so long that you keep in mind that there is no promise
for it to occur. I do not want your anguish to grow even more, if your hope comes to naught.”

“To have hope is always dangerous, but I think I have learned that having none is even worse.
Also, it’s damn near impossible to not hope.” Harry gave a slow sigh and opened the door to
the dining room.

When they had almost finished the first course, Harry looked at Voldemort.

“From the top of your head, what would you recommend reading? I have a bit of time to kill
and too little to do, at least too little that I haven’t been doing or trying to do for some time
already.”

“Top of my head, Ancient Rites and Rituals,” Voldemort said without hesitation. “I read a bit
in it after tea this afternoon. It has some remarkable rituals and near forgotten rites, but its last
translation from Latin was close to two hundred years ago, so the English is stilted and
outdated. I would rather recommend Magical Politics. It is only a decade old, written by a
French witch that also translated it to English. It is a political account from several countries
in Europe from the past century. The discrepancies among the political approaches and
parties are greater than even I expected.”

“Could I take a look at both, if you are finished with them?”

“Of course, I will send Dobby with them later.”

“Thanks.” Harry looked at Astoria. “Recommendations please?”

“I don’t have any good from the top of my head, but I promise to find some and send them
with Dobby later, if that can suit you?”

“Yes, thank you.” Harry looked at Draco.

“I read almost only potions texts recently,” Draco admitted, “but I can recommend a mystery
series I have read a couple of times. Easy, entertaining and funny with good language and
plot. I used to read them before bed to unwind.”

“I have never tried anything like that, I think, not from a magical author. Could you send
Dobby with them later?”



“Of course.” Draco smiled at him, and the second course was served.

They had finished the pudding course and sat at the table talking about the Ministry, the
rebuilding of Diagon Alley and Astoria’s tentative plans for Hogwarts, when Voldemort
suddenly said in a low voice:

“Harry, should we withdraw?”

Harry looked questioningly at him and followed his gaze down towards where Harry’s hand
held Voldemort’s on the table. He couldn’t suppress a heavy sigh.

“I didn’t even notice, you realise? At least it doesn’t hurt.”

Astoria gave him a sympathetic look and Draco gave him a tight smile while trying to quell
the curiosity in his silver eyes. Harry knew that Draco knew less than Astoria, because
neither Astoria nor Voldemort would say anything to Draco without Harry’s permission, he
was certain of that much. And Harry didn’t want to spread his problem, his condition, to
more people. Not yet. Draco would most likely get to know something, more than anyone
else, but not yet. 

“I would much prefer it not to hurt you,” Voldemort said in a low voice.

“Yeah, me too.” Harry rose, not surprised when he realised that he couldn’t let go of
Voldemort’s hand, even for a moment. But it really didn’t hurt right now, and he didn’t feel
that incessant, desperate need either. Which was good. He knew the need would come, it had
always done so, so far. But if he felt less need for contact, it was easier, somehow, to accept
the contact. Not of his own free will, precisely, but … more like of his own free will than
when the need burned and broke him.

The need began to burn before Harry got out of his shirt and Voldemort got off his dark green
robes. It made Harry angry, stiff, and resentful.

“Harry?”

Harry could feel Voldemort’s hand behind him and moved out of the way and up in the bed.
He didn’t want to lay down, he didn’t want Voldemort to touch him, he didn’t want any of
this to be necessary!

But neither did he wish to die.

So, he lay down, and he forced himself to be still when Voldemort lay down behind him and
carefully made sure there was skin against skin contact. And the need burned, like crawling
ants under his skin, like he couldn’t breathe, and Harry gripped Voldemort’s arms, against his
own will. And he wasn’t able to suppress the low sobs or the words that burst out of his
mouth.

“I hate you! I hate you! I hate you! I hate you! I hate you! I hate you!”



Chapter End Notes
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Political affairs

Chapter Notes

See the end of the chapter for notes

Harry leaned against the wall opposite the door into Astoria’s study. They were having a
meeting and he wanted to talk to Astoria when they were done, so he waited with Nagini
beside him. As soon as the door opened and people came streaming out, Harry ducked inside
between some of the people going out. Just inside he stopped face to face with Malfoy senior,
for the first time in weeks. Harry took a half step to the side to prevent a collision and got a
hard shove with a pointy elbow, for his trouble.

“The little bride should stay out of the way when grown-ups are doing business,” Malfoy
sneered.

And Astoria made it clear that I can’t fight, such a tragedy, Harry thought before opening his
mouth to ask Nagini to trip the other man. Only to smirk when he realised that she already
was about to do so.

Malfoy literally sprawled out the door and hit his face hard on the marble in the hallway.

“Thank you, Nagini, I appreciate it,” Harry said and petted her head when she came up to
him and headbutted his hand.

“If I’m anything, it’s a groom, Lucius, there were two of us. Kind of the whole point when
two men marry,” he said aloud.

Harry turned around and saw not only Astoria and Draco frowning at Malfoy on the floor, but
Snape, Bandini and the Carrow siblings also stood there, scowling.

“Harry!” Astoria snapped out of her thoughts. “How can I help you?”

He and Nagini went further into the study and the other people filed out, stepping around or
even over Malfoy while he slowly got to his feet. Harry held up the book Magical Politics.

“Voldemort told me this was yours, and that you would have more of the same kind. I have
read it and I would like something more in-depth, if you have anything like that?” He stopped
for a moment, eyes on the book he held. “Actually …”

“Yes?” Astoria said when he didn’t continue.

He looked up at her. “Would it be possible to read anything about what kind of politics you
are setting up in Wizarding Britain now? I was curious before, and now that I know how
different Britain’s politics was to other countries, I wonder what will change and why you
would choose to do it that way. I mean … I gather Voldemort will have the last word in
everything, but will it be like a kind of king with active ruling, or more like a dual leadership
with the Ministry, with more power on one side, or like a Master behind the scenes, or what?”



He stopped. He still wasn’t sure how wise it was to ask, but he was really curious about the
future of Wizarding Britain. The future he had bought with his freedom and his sanity. What
sanity he had had left, anyway. But it was Voldemort that had recommended the book on
politics to him. Would he really have done that if Harry wasn’t supposed to know or care
about the current political climate?

Astoria smiled. “I have both books and notes with our political plans and new laws and all of
it, only … If you want to read the notes, you have to stay here with me. If they aren’t in my
sight, they have to be locked in.”

“So, I may read them? You are sure?” He handed her the book he had read.

“Absolutely. I’m working on part of them now, but you can read other parts. What are you
most interested in?”

“Because of the talk the other day about what’s Dark magic and what’s not, and the book
with rituals and rites that I have also read … Laws about that would be good, if you have
gotten to that part. Other than that, any laws at all, really. Oh, and the plans for Muggleborn
children, and education for children in general, and the new set up of the Ministry. I know we
went through it the day we were there, but that day are somewhat hazy in my mind now, so
… yeah. Are you going to make Britain more like other European countries?”

Astoria smiled at him. “Actually, we are getting a lot of inspiration from the laws of both
France and North America. I think it will be really good and much more sensible and
reasonable than the old laws. We will have a rule of reason and not fear, either of something
that’s presumably Dark, or fear of stepping on toes. It will take some time to get all the kinks
out, naturally, as well as getting used to it, for everyone, but I honestly believe that it will be
for the better.”

Harry regarded her. “You are afraid I won’t agree,” he stated after a moment.

“You are powerful, Harry, both in magic and in the eye of the public. If you should object,
others will too. So yes, I hope you agree, or that you at the very least agree to try before
making a public outcry.”

“Do you know that I get letters every day that call me a traitor and tell me Voldemort should
have killed me before I joined the enemy?”

Astoria paled.

“Some might listen to me, some always do, but I highly doubt I could lead a public outcry. I
have no power. I’m just curious.”

“Harry, I am so, so sorry,” she whispered. “That shouldn’t be happening!”

“Don’t be, it’s nothing new.” He shrugged.

“And again, that does not make it better! Do they really tell you that they wish you were
dead?”



“They do, there has been at least a couple every day since I began opening my post. I will
probably let the elves screen my post soon, for verbal threats as well as physical, I don’t need
that kind of shit.”

“You really, really don’t!” Astoria said vehemently.

Astoria gave him notes to read on laws, on diplomatic plans between Britain and other
countries, on spells and rituals that would be deemed too Dark to let the public use and on
how Voldemort planned to rule with the Ministry. Harry took all of them and put them on a
table before he transfigured a chair into a big couch so that Nagini could join him while he
read. After accepting a cup of tea from Astoria, he put up a silencing bubble around his couch
and thus could read in peace, even when Astoria had another meeting an hour later.

Astoria had to use a powerful Lumos to get his attention when they were expected to take tea
with their spouses. Harry had just begun to read about the plans for the Muggleborn children
and hurriedly asked to come back the next day to read more. Astoria told him he was always
welcome and gave him a couple of books about politics that he could read in the meantime, if
he wanted.

The next day he was back as soon as he was awake enough to be around people, and had
eaten a full breakfast, as per Healers orders. With it he had taken the usual nutrient potion, a
new batch from Voldemort. He had a feeling that he really shouldn’t trust Voldemort’s
creations anymore than Snape’s. But as he had told Voldemort; if Voldemort decided to
poison Harry, Harry really wanted to know the reason why, as that would lead to trouble for
Voldemort too. And maybe that was the reason he trusted Voldemort not to poison him. The
possibility of mutual destruction made Voldemort the safer choice, despite all rationality.

Harry sat on the sofa, feet on the floor, with the notes spread on the table in front of him and
Nagini curled around him with her head in his lap. He could feel the calm she forced on him
through the connection they had, but it wasn’t painful or even irritating. Right here and now
there was no reason for him to be agitated and it felt good not to be worried or afraid. Even if
the feeling didn’t originate with him.

That was a thought he had been turning around and around in his head for days.

Harry was looking through the notes, reading the orderly summaries and trying to decide
what he would read next. There would be another meeting soon. Astoria had a lot of them
each day, it seemed like, and Harry would like to have his reading plans ready when the
meeting started, so as not to disturb the other people with moving around, even if he did it in
a silencing bubble.

“Astoria, I adore the way you make these summaries,” Harry said down towards the table
before looking up at her where she stood by her desk. “Even Hermi wouldn’t have found
anything to complain about. I know I saw something about how you plan to rearrange the
Auror Office and Department of Magical Accidents and Catastrophes, the Obliviators and
their tasks specifically? Where are those notes now, do you know?”

“I’m sorry, part of this meeting is about that, so I have those notes. I’m hoping the Head of
DMLE Bones will like the plans, or maybe even have some constructive feedback. She has
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been very helpful so far. Could I possibly tempt you with a rough sketch of what we plan to
do about Hogwarts?” She held out a scroll of parchment enticingly. “Or, you are of course
welcome to join the meeting, or just listen in, if you want to.”

“Gimme!” Harry used Accio on the scroll Astoria held and she grinned at him.

“The little wife should keep to the kitchen, not bother her head with complicated plans.”
Lucius stopped by them on the way to the meeting table.

Astoria looked at Harry, Harry looked at Astoria, and then in the same moment they pointed
at themselves and looked at Lucius, before looking at each other again.

“He cannot possible mean you, he wouldn’t be that stupid,” Harry told her.

“But I’m the only one of us that’s a wife,” Astoria pointed out.

“No one would be stupid enough to tell you that you belong in the kitchen,” Harry
interjected. “The Dark Lord’s favourite and all that rot.”

“Hey! I worked hard for my reputation; I will have you know! And really, telling the Dark
Lord’s husband the same is not better or smarter in any way, shape or form.”

“That might be. But telling a woman that she belongs in the kitchen is something a Muggle
Neanderthal would do. Not a highbrow pureblood. He might be under the Imperius.” Harry
looked at the now silently fuming man. “Unless, he got the genders confused, yet again, and
he is trying to tell me that I belong in the kitchen? Is that it, Lucius? I can inform you that I’m
an excellent cook, and also that I utterly despise cooking.”

“All proper, pureblood wives are obliged to give her husband and guests of his choice a full
dinner before the marriage, to prove that she is worthy and can prepare …” Malfoy senior
began.

The storm clouds in Astoria’s ice blue eyes made Harry wary.

“Again, I’m not a wife. I am a husband to my husband. And really, Lucius, both of us are
half-bloods, why should we care overmuch about ancient, stuffy pureblood customs, unless
we want to, that is?”

“How dare you talk about the Dark Lord like that!”

“What? How dare I call my husband a husband? How dare I call him a half-blood, which he
is as much as me. What the hell is your problem? Get out of my face!”

“How dare you talk …”

“Nagini, could you please herd him towards the meeting table? He needs to leave me alone
before I break one of Astoria’s rules and begin a fight.”

Nagini didn’t hesitate and launched herself directly at Malfoy. While watching Nagini herd
Malfoy to his chair, Harry held an eye on Astoria and didn’t relax before he saw her smile at



Nagini’s antics. The big serpent used her coils to fasten Malfoy to his chair, as if to force her
point across. 

Astoria and Harry exchanged a look before Astoria went to open the meeting and Nagini
came back to Harry for more pets and cuddles. Harry leaned back on the couch and began to
read about Hogwarts’ future.

 

 

For some strange reason, even with the many warnings so far given to him, things came to a
head between Harry and Lucius the next day.

Harry stood with Astoria and Alecto Carrow by Astoria’s desk and went through the
suggestions from Susan Bones and some of the Auror’s that had attended the meeting the day
before. Alecto was the one who worked directly with Susan, and while Harry couldn’t like
her, he had to admit that she did keep things professional. Not once did she sneer at him, call
him names, remind him that they had been on different sides and fought for different
outcomes or threaten him in any way. For that matter, only Malfoy senior had so far
disparaged or threatened Harry to his face.

“I really like Susan’s suggestion to go through the ranks of new and old Auror’s,” Harry said
and put the parchment with the suggestion on top of the others, “test their abilities and give
them positions and authority as a result of those tests. That way we, you, will not inherit the
corruption and bias from the old Ministry, and, personally, I wholeheartedly believe that to be
a good thing.”

“I would agree with you, Mr. Potter,” Carrow said dispassionately, “if not for the fact that if
we do it this way, power among the Auror’s would swing hard towards the Light side as only
they have trained Auror’s, and that is a balance I don’t like to disturb. I feel that giving too
much power to either side is … unwise … at this point. We are going to become one force,
but we are far from there yet.”

“And I would agree with you too, if not for the fact that I can name three Death Eaters that
might do well as leaders of Auror teams. They have enough magical power and finesse, as
well as potion and spell expertise, and charisma enough to lead. Two of them are also
brilliant at tactical reasoning, the third is so-so, but far from bad. They will need to learn the
laws, rules and regulations that are relevant for the Auror’s, but Susan might very well put
any or all of them as team leaders. If they should wish for such a job and if they have the
right kind of disposition and … self-control. None of them is known for the last one, I think.
If they want to try for the job, someone should give them a very, very stern talking to. My
husband could probably manage it.”

“That is … interesting, Mr. Potter. Could you by any chance give me the names of those you
think could do such a job?”



“Sure.” Harry used one of Astoria’s quills to scribble down the three names on a piece of
parchment before giving it to Carrow. “When I say they need a stern talking to, I mean it.
With power those three will wreak havoc within weeks, and have the public crying out for
blood within months. With the right kind of motivation, I firmly believe they could do quite a
bit of good.”

Alecto Carrow looked at the three names and blinked. “You seem to know more about some
people than I do. If I might ask, Mr. Potter, how come you know them this well?”

“Temporary truce through a three-day long storm five years ago. Hermi and I shared a cave
with them. I saw all three of them at the wedding, so I know they survived.”

“I see. Thank you for your input, Mr. Potter. I will most decidedly look into it.”

She was careful when talking to him, and there was a distinct chance that she simply said
what she thought he wanted to hear, but he gave it a try anyway. At least she wasn’t
antagonistic.

“So, if you look into those three,” Astoria said, “I will search my brain for other alternatives,
from both sides. People that might be interested in an Auror job if they think they have a fair
chance at a good job, honest treatment and promotion within the ranks. We need Auror’s
almost as much as we need Healers, Obliviators and Potion Masters.”

“Maybe this is a stupid question, but when it comes to Potion Masters …” Harry began, and
Astoria nodded at him. “Do you need them for potions that actually require a Mastery to
brew? I mean, I can brew plenty of potions perfectly, as can many other people, without a
Mastery. Maybe you just need a Master to confirm the quality of the potion, at least until
those who apprentice for a Mastery get qualified for it.”

Astoria stared at him and then she frowned while scribbling down something on a note sheet.
“Circe, why didn’t I think of that,” she grumbled. “At least some of the potions we need a lot
of, I can make myself, so I know other people can too. We can pay for the materials as well
as people’s time, that should make someone at least a bit interested.”

“Your side was lucky enough not to have to make do with a lot of things in a lot of
situations,” Harry said in a low voice. “My side was not nearly as lucky. It made for quite a
few unusual, if not straight out eccentric, solutions. Needs must, and all that. The war is over,
but it will be months and years before we will get to any kind of normalcy.”

“Now, now, Mrs. Malfoy, don’t let the blushing bride strain her little head with grown-up
talk, when she needs to concentrate on her dinner-party.” Malfoy senior chuckled while he
passed in front of Astoria’s desk.

“Enough, Lucius,” Harry said harshly and straightened.

“What, does the little bride …” Malfoy began to turn towards Harry again and Harry let his
power out from behind the shields, from one moment to the next. After he had done it that
first time at Voldemort’s request, he had done it now and again on his own. Because it felt
different to have it free, it felt like he stretched a part of himself that he never had stretched



before. And he liked the feeling. It was safe to do now, in the Manor, among his former
enemies. It didn’t matter if he had his power shielded or not, the war was over and if they
wanted to kill him, they knew where he was anyway.

Malfoy was driven to his knees with a groan, as was Alecto and several other people in the
room that had come for the meeting. Astoria gasped and leaned heavily on her desk to steady
herself. The power continued to well out of Harry and sweep across the rest of the Manor and
out over the grounds. Harry walked up to Malfoy and looked down at him.

“I will try to explain this in a way you might be able to understand, Lucius. When I married
Voldemort, we were two men that married. Two wizards. Two grooms. We became two
husbands. We are two males. There are no women in our marriage. No witches. No brides.
No wives. No females of any kind. I do understand that this can be a bit hard to comprehend
for some, but that is the whole fucking point of gay marriage. There are two of the same kind.
Whatever traditions and rules you think apply, isn’t worth shit to me and my marriage.
Actually, they aren’t worth shit to anyone who doesn’t want them! In the future, do remember
that.”

Harry turned towards Astoria. She had straightened and except for being wide eyed with
blown pupils, she was calm and composed.

“Astoria, do remind me; your list, does it say anything about me not killing anyone?” His
voice was a biting croon and at Malfoy’s soft whimper he felt his mouth curl into a smile, a
very much not nice smile.

Astoria came in front of her desk and leaned a bit against it with a small frown. “No, no, you
may kill people, if you do not get into a fight and only use magic to do it. Yes, that should be
safe. But no fighting, Harry, I mean it.” She raised an eyebrow at him.

“I do not have to fight to kill vermin. Vermin are always easy kills, at least when they are
within reach.” He looked down at Malfoy again.

“True, but killing is boring. It’s over and done so fast. Also, no one truly learns anything
from being killed. That’s why I prefer torture. Then they might learn something, or at least
live with their mistakes.”

Harry looked at her consideringly when the door to the hallway went up and Voldemort came
in with Draco right behind him. Harry spared them a glance, not surprised that they had
shown up. He usually was a lot more careful when he released his power.

“That’s true. But I don’t really believe Lucius is capable of learning anyway,” Harry said, as
neither of the new arrivals said anything. “Also, torture is messy.”

“It doesn’t have to be.” Astoria smiled beatifically, twisted her hand, and had her wand in
hand a moment later. “That’s why I like the Cruciatus so much.”

“Crucio demands more emotional involvement than I have, at least at the moment. If I really
have to, I have other curses I can use, but again; messy. So very messy. And unpredictable



too. If they move, then they are suddenly dead. Then it’s better to simply kill them to begin
with, you know?”

Astoria nodded wisely. “That’s another reason why I like the Cruciatus. I know exactly what
I get with it and only I have any influence on it. I can do it for you, if you wish, Harry. It’s no
trouble.” She looked down at Malfoy that still was on his knees, unable to get up because of
the power pushing him down hard. Harry hadn’t known he could use pure power to make
things happen, but apparently, he could.

“No trouble at all.” Astoria smiled.

“My Lord, I believe that my Father might have enraged our spouses,” Draco said in a low
voice.

“So it seems, Draco.”

“He appears to have some trouble understanding the whole two-men-getting-married thing,”
Harry said and turned to Voldemort.

“Oh, how so?” Voldemort raised a brow. More and more often he used the glamour with hair,
and as that made him look even less like himself from the graveyard, Harry appreciated it.

Also, he looks fucking edible like that. The bizarre thought suddenly shot through Harry’s
mind before he could stop it. He shook it off. That’s absolutely beside the point!

“He tries to insist that I’m a bride,” Harry said with a sigh, “a wife and a little woman that
have certain responsibilities in my marriage, and to you, that you yourself have never
mentioned. Therefore, I find it a tad impertinent, if not outright rude, of him to go on this
way. Moreover, his view of women and witches seems to be positively antique and
desperately in need of a modernisation. I believe Astoria has volunteered to begin his re-
education, but to be honest, I worry for Mrs. Narcissa Malfoy if he actually sees women like
that and acts accordingly.”

Someone on the other side of the room, by the big meeting table, moved, and Narcissa
Malfoy took a few steps closer to him. He hadn’t known she was there, but then he hadn’t
paid much attention to the people in the room while he was talking to Astoria and Alecto. If
they stayed away from him, he could ignore them, and they mostly did.

“I thank you for your consideration, Mr. Potter, truly,” her voice shook slightly, as did her
hands, “but as I was raised in a home with costumes and traditions similar to my husband, I
have never had any trouble in that regard. Lucius also seems to have forgotten that as brides
have certain traditions to follow, so do grooms. And if he has taken it upon himself to remind
you of one part of the tradition, he has completely ignored to remind the Dark Lord of the
other part of the same traditions.”

“And that’s terribly remiss of him,” Harry said with a nasty grin.

As if Malfoy would ever try to tell Voldemort what to do.



“It truly is,” Astoria agreed with a nod.

Harry looked at Voldemort. “What do you think? Should we both ignore the traditions that
Lucius has been bothering me about, or should we both follow them? As grooms, I might
add. You married a man, so now you are stuck with the consequences; all of the
consequences.”

“I am well aware that I married a man, Harry, and no, I do not believe I need to adhere to any
of the traditions that I have not already gone through with at the wedding. I am content with
that. What do you think?”

“I’m content too, thanks.” Harry nodded at him, and Voldemort gave him a nod back. Then
Harry looked down at Malfoy, still on his knees. “And you will stay the fuck out of my
marriage!” he snarled into his face.

“The meeting will be postponed by an hour, please come back then,” Astoria said in an
unemotional voice. “Lucius; get out now!”

Harry let up his power on the man, but didn’t call it back behind the shields, and Malfoy
scrambled past his son and his Lord out the door. Others followed more dispassionately, the
last one was Narcissa Malfoy who curtsied both towards Harry and Voldemort before
leaving.

“You could have let me torture him a little,” Astoria complained when they were only four in
the room and the door was closed. She tucked her wand back into what Harry assumed was a
sheath on her right wrist, under the sleeve of her robe.

Harry snorted. “You are in a better position than me to make those kinds of decisions, as I
don’t hold any power. Why didn’t you?”

She waved it away, but he noticed the look she sent between him and Voldemort. He didn’t
turn to see what kind of look Voldemort gave her back.

“By the way, you are kind of good at bantering in strained situations,” he continued.

“Phu-lease, I’m the best!” Astoria buffed her long, manicured nails on her robe lapel and
looked at them with a satisfied smirk, before meeting his eyes. “Honestly though, I recalled
how it seemed like the banter with Susan Bones, after the attack in the Atrium, seemed to
ground you a bit, or at least distract you, so I thought I should try that. To stop you from
getting any more riled up. Even if it had been very understandable if you had lost it on him,
the way Lucius kept pushing at you. I did talk to him yesterday, but maybe I wasn’t … clear
… enough.”

Harry thought about what she had said and about the situation they both had been in just a
few moments ago.

“Yes, it might have helped a bit. Thanks.”



“For the record; the smile you get when you get incensed is truly terrifying, and your voice
…” She shuddered. “Remind me to never piss you off, at least not enough to deserve that
kind of treatment.”

“You, on the other hand, just get scarily cute in a I-will-rip-your-eyes-out-and-eat-your-face
kind of way.”

Astoria giggled.

“Yes, that’s it, exactly. Like a beautiful, smiling doll drenched in blood, ready to drag your
innards out through your mouth.”

“I have never done that! That’s slander!”

“There’s a curse for that, you know.”

Astoria froze, and then she grinned. “Really? Do you know it? It would be fun threatening
with that if people know I actually know the curse.”

“Sure. Curse for a curse?”

“With pleasure.”

“My Lord, I’m not entirely certain it would be safe to leave those two alone for any amount
of time, if you don’t mind me saying,” Draco almost whispered.

“You married her, do not complain now, Draco,” Voldemort said good-naturedly.

“I married her, but that was before you married him. Together they are clearly hazardous for
one’s health.”

“Let them have their fun.”

“As you say, my Lord. I need a drink, though, would you care to join me, my Lord?”

“I would. Astoria, Harry, do not start another war today, that is all I ask,” Voldemort said
before turning around.

“What about tomorrow? Would it be alright if we start a war tomorrow?” Harry asked,
because he just couldn’t stop himself. The opening was simply too good to pass up on.

“We will see. Maybe if you both are really good.” Voldemort waved a dismissive hand and
the door closed behind him.

Harry stared at Astoria, and she stared back.

“Did he just … try for banter?” Harry whispered, a bit stunned.

Astoria nodded. “He almost never does that and it’s kind of … new. I think I heard him do it
for the first time earlier this year.”



In other words, with Voldemort’s healed soul followed not only Voldemort’s recovered mind,
but also his wit.

They spent the hour before the meeting with Harry teaching Astoria the gut dragging curse
and counter-curse, and discussing what kind of curse Astoria could teach him. In the end they
decided on a water boiling curse, that could boil the water in a human’s body, as well as
water in a pot. Both curses were undoubtedly Dark, and would be classified as such under the
new laws, but Astoria shrugged it off.

“We both know so many ways of killing and torturing somebody, one more method won’t
make any difference. Just don’t teach it to anyone else. Husbands are of course exempt from
that rule, if they should wish to learn.”

That was all there was to say about that.
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Peace and Calm

Chapter Notes

The word r*pe is used and the concept is thought about in this chapter, but that is all. No
memories, no details, no nothing. Just to be on the safe side, because I remembered it.

See the end of the chapter for more notes

During tea that day, Harry finally made a decision that he thought might help him a bit, but
that he feared he very well might live to regret, as so many of his choices in the past few
months. So, when the last cup had been emptied Harry asked Voldemort if he had some time
to talk in Harry’s rooms. Voldemort acquiesced and soon after they sat in Harry’s drawing
room.

“I have been thinking …” Harry began, then hesitated.

“Sounds dangerous,” Voldemort commented drily.

Harry blinked at him. “No. No, no. Dark Lords cannot banter. There must be a rule against it
somewhere.”

“I assure you we can, if so inspired. Might I also remind you how very little regard I have for
nonsensical rules?” He raised his eyebrow a little, as if to say ‘surely, you do remember that’.

“That is true … But know this, the Earth probably trembles on its axis when you do.”

“I might be powerful, but I highly doubt that my words alone can shift the Earth off its axis.”

Harry looked at him and shook his head. “Anyway, I have been thinking … That … thing that
happened in the Atrium, when you were able to calm me down, do you believe it possible to
recreate that … response? In me, I mean.” It felt like his heart would hammer its way out of
his chest, and while his hands did fist themselves in his lap, he managed to stay quietly on the
sofa.  

Voldemort looked at him for a long while before nodding slowly. “Perhaps. But why would
you want to?”

Harry looked away while chewing on his bottom lip. “At first, I was terrified that I would end
up like that, without a will of my own, and I’m still terrified of that. Truly terrified. But …
I’m also so very tired of being afraid or angry or having panic attacks every damn time I …
we have to calm the soul shard. Being that close to someone, having them at my back, having
them holding me from behind, knowing it is you and knowing everything I know about you,
even if I’m also starting to believe that you really are different than before … I’m so tired of
the fear, the pain, the rage and the hopelessness of the whole situation, and I want, I need, a



break … before it breaks me. There is no way to set it on pause, no way for me to catch my
breath and gather myself before we continue. And while a sleep potion is an option …” Harry
shuddered involuntarily at the thought of being completely helpless that way. “It’s not really
an option anyway.

“If what I experienced in the Atrium is possible to recreate without any difficulty, then …”
He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. His heart was still hammering hard, but he needed
to have this conversation. He needed to get through it, because even if it was only two weeks
since the soul shard had begun to cause episodes every evening, even if it still could get
better, easier, he was in hell right now.

“I was calm then, I felt safe, I felt like everything was under control, everything would work
out,” he whispered before he opened his eyes and looked at Voldemort, who looked steadily
back. There was not even a hint of derision in the red gaze, nor superiority or triumph.

“Even knowing that it wasn’t rational or real … I didn’t care … Afterwards I was afraid that
the spell I thought you had used would have long-lasting consequences, or even make me
addicted. That fear didn’t disappear when you told me that there had been no spell, and I
know that this might be playing with fire … And yes, I’m … not enthused … by the thought
of being … in your power like that again, but I’m so very tired of being afraid and upset,
every day, long before it’s actually necessary to retreat back here … I’m just so, so tired.
When I first got here, I was holding on to my sanity by the skin of my teeth, now … Well,
let’s say it's not getting better and leave it at that.”

Voldemort spent several minutes looking at him before he slowly nodded.

“Very well. If that is what you wish, we may try it and see if it works the way you want it to.”

Harry hesitated. “In the Atrium, was it uncomfortable for you? Other than the fact that you
had to keep my magic from erupting? Do you believe it would be unpleasant for you to try it
now?”

That earned him a long stare. He almost categorised it as a scowl.

“Harry, you just admitted that you suffer heavily psychologically because of this, not that I
did not know that already … Do you not think that I can cope with a little unpleasantness to
give you a break from that suffering, now and again?”

Harry shrugged, unsure about what the answer should be. The way Voldemort spoke, it
almost sounded like he cared that Harry suffered. Cared enough to want to give him a break,
even if it should be unpleasant for Voldemort himself.

Voldemort cast a Tempus charm and got up. “I have one last meeting today. Do you feel fine,
with respect to the soul shard?”

Harry thought about it and nodded. “Yes.”

It almost always gave him trouble around nine in the evening. Sometimes a bit later,
sometimes a bit earlier.



“Try to come and get me if that should change. Please.” Voldemort made a point to say that,
every day, at least once. It was a bit like he was conditioning Harry, little by little. Reminding
him that he could, that he should, take that responsibility onto himself. It was Harry’s sanity,
body and life that suffered, after all. No matter how it happened and how it had started. Harry
couldn’t even condemn Voldemort for it. It made more sense that Harry asked for help when
he needed it, than Voldemort always asking if he was alright. If Harry could ask for the help
he very much didn’t want to need, then he would be safer.

Harry looked away from Voldemort. “I’m not there yet. Sorry,” he whispered.

“No matter. We may try your idea this evening, if you wish.”

Harry nodded.

“Then I will see you at dinner.”

Harry watched Voldemort while he left the room. The thick, black, slightly wavy hair brushed
his broad shoulders, and the sleek dark grey robes sat tight across his back and upper arms
and was tucked in by his trim waist before flaring to swirl around his legs and bare feet. The
door closed behind him and Harry tossed an arm over his eyes with a groan and let himself
slide down with his back to the sofa seat. He wasn’t supposed to notice things like
Voldemort’s broad shoulders or his trim waist! It was bloody disconcerting that he did.

On the other hand, sooner rather than later he had to have sex with the man to consummate
their marriage. Maybe it was just as well that he did notice, and appreciate, Voldemort’s
appearance. Having sex with him would be hard enough as it was. Maybe it would be easier
if Harry was able to focus on his looks.

What else could make it easier? Harry mused. If it had been my choice completely … but in a
way, it was my choice. I was fully aware that I would have to have sex with him, before we
got married. I honestly thought I would be dead before we would come to that part, or
possibly raped. Not sure that counts as validation of a marriage contract in the eyes of
magic, but that wasn’t my main worry back then … Anyway, I thought I would be able to
suffer it, even before I knew that Voldemort had changed, inside and out. I thought I would be
able to suffer intercourse with Old Snakeface that would as soon kill me as look at me.

So, why does the thought of having sex with him bother me even more now? How is that even
possible, when possible rape by Snakeface was my starting point? I knew my mind was weird,
but honestly … Harry gave a heavy sigh.

What else could help?

To know him a lot better. To know with absolute certainty that he has no plan or wish to hurt
or harm me. Yes, that would undoubtedly help. He told me as much, two weeks ago, and
would probably tell me again, if I asked. The trouble is to actually believe him; to trust him.

It would also help if I felt attracted to him, more than just like the way he looks …



Why does this bother me now? Why this hang-up? We will have sex once, get it over with, and
…

Harry sat up and swore. He didn’t think he would enjoy the first time they had sex, that was
to consummate the marriage, and far too early in their relationship for his part, but apparently
a part of him had decided that the second time they had sex would be better. And that was
before Harry even knew if Voldemort wanted to have sex with him, or if he even liked sex.
Hell, for all Harry knew, Voldemort might look as much forward to their consummation as
Harry himself did; in other words, not at all. Maybe Voldemort was asexual, maybe Harry
was anything but his type. For fuck’s sake, Harry didn’t actually know if Voldemort liked
blokes at all. This was a marriage of convenience, after all. Voldemort’s convenience.

It was wrong, so wrong, on so many levels, that Harry unconsciously had decided that the
second time they had sex would be better by far than the first.

“I will have to talk about sex with the Dark Lord. Yay!” Harry let himself fall back on to sofa
again. “Not like I didn’t plan that anyway, if I wasn’t getting raped,” he grumbled and used
Accio to get the book he was reading from his bedroom. “I just didn’t plan on talking about
the opportunity of us having sex more than once. The idea wouldn’t be so bad, or so
upsetting, if I didn’t have it about the fucking Dark Lord. Fucking the Dark Lord. Heh. Oh,
shut it, Potter!”

Harry decided it would be best to concentrate on reading, before he completely lost it in a
dialogue with himself.

Harry and Voldemort retreated to Harry’s rooms as soon as the dinner ended, instead of
sitting with Astoria and Draco until it was necessary to leave.

“How do you want to do this, and what are the rules?” Voldemort asked and sat down on the
sofa.

Harry sat down on the other end of the same sofa. His nerves were trembling and his heart
hammering. But it would be so good not being stiff with rage or fear, so good to escape the
pain of the surrender he hated, so good to avoid the fight with himself so he wouldn’t attack
Voldemort.

Harry swallowed. “I don’t remember too much of last time, but I suspect I will both
remember more and be able to control myself a bit better, when I know what’s happening and
when I’m not on the verge of a breakdown. Still … I believe I might not act as I usually
would, and I don’t want you to use that against me later. I do this because I need a break,
having you hold my actions above my head will not help with that. If I truly do or say
something stupid, I will apologise and most likely mean it, but …” He stopped.

“I have not held anything regarding the episodes brought on by my soul shard against you, I
will not begin to do so now. You have my word.”

Harry nodded.



“You were hardly able to focus, the last time,” Voldemort said slowly. “How far should I trust
what you say? If you tell me that you are fine, should I believe it? If you tell me to do
something that I am uncertain if you would want in another situation, should I do that?”

“Damn, that is a good question.” Harry closed his eyes and thought back as well as he could.
“I … felt differently about things … when it happened. It was quite alright to be close to you,
to have you touch me, when I know that it should have been unsettling. Later, and even now,
it still feels … off … that it was alright, but it was alright. And the thought of not being close
to you, of you not touching me right then …” Harry swallowed. “I’m not sure it makes sense
… but that would have been worse,” he ended with a pained whisper.

“It was, and it will be, the soul shard that makes sure of that,” Voldemort said.

Harry nodded. “Then it does make a kind of sense, then.”

“It does. Can you cope with that, both when it happens and later?”

“Yes, I coped with it last time, I can cope with it again. As for if I’m able to give consent
when … whatever we call it … happens … Go slow, ask, listen, use your best judgement … I
… I don’t know anything else that could work better than that. What about you?”

Harry tried not to think about how much he had to trust Voldemort to actually believe he
would do that, ask, listen, care, and stop. He had already worked through it as much as he
could. He needed a break like he needed air to breathe. If nothing changed, then he soon
wouldn’t be able to go through those episodes as quietly as he so far had done. And if he
began to fight … He really didn’t want to know what would happen if he began to fight it,
and Voldemort.

He really, really didn’t.

Voldemort used a couple of minutes before answering. “No, I cannot think of anything else. I
will stop if I notice anything wrong or if you tell me to. Apart from that, I will stop around
midnight.” He hesitated and met Harry’s gaze right on. “I do believe that it would be harder
for you this time if I try to leave before the soul shard is entirely satisfied.”

Harry remembered how distressing it had been when Voldemort had removed his hand from
Harry’s face in the Atrium, and how eagerly he had welcomed his touch back later, and
swallowed hard. It would be worse this time, because this time the soul shard was completely
awake and aware, if he could call it that.

Fuck, what am I doing! He screamed at himself, before closing his eyes and taking a deep
breath. Earlier this week he had bitten his jaws so hard together during the episode, he had
gotten a headache and his jaws had been aching the following day. Just the day before he had
fought so hard with himself to lay still in Voldemort’s arms, his back and shoulders were
aching today. Soon, he would break or strain something even more serious. He couldn’t
continue like this, he knew that, and even if the episodes might get fewer with time, that
didn’t help him now.

He needed that damn break!



Harry opened his eyes and looked at Voldemort. “I know.” He took a deep breath again.
“How do we do this?”

“Send your magic, your power, to me without any set purpose, without forming it with a
spell, and I will do the same. If I am correct, that is what did it last time and it should work
again.”

“Like I would do if I helped with a healing?”

Voldemort blinked at him. Once.

“Like if I am a power well for someone that does a bigger working?” Harry continued.

“You are able to do that?”

“Yes, I mean, sure. Can’t anyone with enough power?” Hermione, himself and a few others
that were powerful enough, had done that in the war, mostly to heal people or break curses.

“I do not know. I do not know anyone that has tried. But yes, I suspect it will be something
like that.”

Harry nodded and began to spin out his power just to stop, hesitate and meet Voldemort’s
gaze again.

“Uhm, I have only ever done this through touch,” he said with a low voice.

Voldemort held out his hand, Harry took it and felt his own power flow out of him as well as
Voldemort’s power flow into him. A circle, a magical circuit. It hit him then, while he looked
at their clasped hands. This was something private. Something intimate. Being a power well
was a necessity, when it happened. This was …

He met Voldemort’s gaze and the worried thought fell away. Calm embraced him. Voldemort
looked at him and everything was … calm. Nothing was wrong now. There was no reason to
worry, no reason to fret, no reason to rage or howl. Everything was under control, everything
was calm. He was safe. Safe from the storm that was his feelings, his memories, his doubt,
his regret, his pain and his rage. Safe. Anchored. Through that red gaze. Through that hand
on his.

Harry felt himself lean slightly towards Voldemort and knew what would happen next. New
what he wanted to happen. Needed to happen. And didn’t fear it. Didn’t despise it. Voldemort
put a careful hand along Harry’s jaw and stroked Harry’s cheek with his thumb, a gentle
gesture that made Harry’s eyes close, and then he exhaled in a long, slow breath.

Calm.

Peace.

Safety.

Finally.



Finally.

“Harry?” Voldemort’s voice was pure silk and Harry shivered, not ashamed of the feelings
that voice wrought in him. He needed that voice, needed that touch, needed this feeling.

“Yes?” He wasn’t able to do more than whisper, and he realised he was exhausted, near to
collapsing against Voldemort.

“You are crying. Are you experiencing pain?”

“No.” The whisper was hoarser now, but while the words were soft and slow, they weren’t
hard to utter. “Just calm and peace. For the first time I can truly remember. I knew … I knew
I was weary. Knew I was used up. Unused to anything but war, pain, and strife, but … I
didn’t know it was this bad. Even now … I didn’t know I was constantly this … anxious.
Until right now … when I’m suddenly … not, anymore. I can breathe. For the first time in
my life … I can breathe.” Voldemort’s face was blurred by Harry’s tears, but Harry saw the
red eyes assess him.

He noticed his body continuing to lean more and more towards Voldemort, and he knew
where it would end up, if Voldemort permitted it.

And he didn’t care.

“The soul shard’s need … it’s there,” he said and felt Voldemort’s fingers hesitate for a
moment against his skin, before he continued to stroke him, deliberately, gently. “It wants
contact, but it’s not painful, not desperate, just very much … there …” He took a deep breath
again. “I … the need is there … but it doesn’t hurt now, it doesn’t make me feel forced or
cornered …”

“You seem to me to be quite coherent,” Voldemort said slowly, and the silky voice went
through Harry like a delicious wave.

“I believe myself to be, just calm and slow with it,” Harry stated. “I can breathe. You have no
idea how that feels, after so long.” He felt himself lean even more towards Voldemort.

“No, I do not,” Voldemort murmured. The hand that held Harry’s hand slowly let him go and
even if Harry’s first instinct was to protest, he was calm, and not in pain, and safe and
everything was under control, everything would be just fine. The hand landed on his shoulder
and slowly inched up to touch his neck. Soon long, cool fingers caressed the back of his neck
and Harry breathed and the tears dried up. He met Voldemort’s red gaze and held it,
gratefully.

Calm. Safe. An anchor in the storm.

He leaned into the touch, leaned into Voldemort. Voldemort moved and slowly moved Harry
too, until Harry’s forehead rested against Voldemort’s shoulder. As soon as he knew that
Voldemort was there to take his weight, it was like his body just gave up on holding him up.
He melted against the other man and felt him struggle all of two seconds before he held Harry



securely, carefully, calmly in his arms, against his own body. One hand was still on Harry’s
neck, the other stroked soothingly down Harry’s back.

“Sorry, didn’t mean to do that,” Harry muttered into Voldemort’s shoulder and noticed that
one of his arms had gone around Voldemort’s waist. “Didn’t know that it would happen
either.” Voldemort smelled more heavily of cool desert nights, than wild green places this
time. Dry sand that still held the warmth of the sun, clean, cool wind and a hint of spices.
Harry breathed it in. He could breathe. Really breathe, freely.

“Do not distress yourself about it.” The silky voice made him shiver again, and again he
simply didn’t care. He was in the other man’s arms. Their magic was connected. He was held
by him, calmly, safely. He held a part of that man’s soul. He felt safe, and for right now, he
was safe, he was certain.

That was enough.

“What’s with the silky voice? Do you even know that you do it?” He recognised that he
probably wouldn’t have asked that if he wasn’t in this situation. “That was a drunken
question, by the way. Sorry?”

Voldemort made a small humming sound. Laughter?

“Would you still like an answer?”

“I think so, yes.”

“I remember that you mentioned my voice that night we talked about the fact that I made you
my Horcrux. You called it silky back then too. In all honesty, I do not know if I do anything
different at the times when you would describe my voice as silky. It might be that I do my
best in seeming calm and collected. Does it bother you?”

“Not right now, and usually it’s just … a bit … weird, to react that way, I mean.”

“If it does not bother you, does it please you? No, nevermind answering that, I do not intend
to compel answers from you when you are in this condition.”

Harry hesitated. “I think I will answer. You already know that I experience something. I find
it … weirdly attractive, that voice. Right now, it’s more pleasant than it usually is, because
usually … all the history between us makes it hard to want to find anything attractive about
you. That makes it hard. Also, confusing. I have never seen anyone else react to that voice at
all, while I have to try my damnedest not to shiver openly. And it’s not a negative kind of
shiver, either, even with our history and my confusion. You are not going to hold this over my
head later?” Harry wasn’t able to worry about it right now, but he did remember that he had
tried very hard not to show Voldemort what kind of impact his voice could have on Harry.

“I am not going to do that, I gave you my word. Mayhap we should discuss something else
now?”



“Nu-hu, I have amnesty from any consequences right now. I have to make use of the
opportunity.”

“How very Slytherin of you, Harry.” The sudden deep, velvety purr in Voldemort’s voice,
heavy with both approval and pleasure, combined with his hand brushing a strip of bare skin
on Harry’s lower back, made hot arousal spike up Harry’s spine like lightning. Sudden and
painfully desperate. Harry gasped, then moaned and pressed himself toward the other man.

From one moment to the next everything crashed down inside him in a violent riot of feelings
and thoughts.

No, no, what happened, what am I doing! No, no, no! This is not … What am I doing! No!

Harry stiffened and tried to sit up. His heart was galloping in his chest, his head was spinning
and he was gasping for air. He whimpered and tried to get away from the arms that held him.
A careful finger under his jaw made him look up, blinking. The red eyes meeting his gaze
was calm, so calm, safe, so very safe, even for him, especially for him?

He was safe.

He had an anchor in the storm.

He was safe.

“It is the soul shard, Harry,” Voldemort stated in a voice of pure silk and Harry shivered and
closed his eyes. Tears running down his cheeks. Pure relief now. Voldemort stroked his
cheek, stroked away his tears with his thumb. “It is the soul shard, and I will never hold
anything from these episodes against you.” Harry could feel the red eyes on his face,
studying him. “Do you want to stop this? If we do it gradually, it might work out better than
if your intense feelings rip you out of this state.”

Harry shook his head a bit and opened his eyes. “No, I still need this break and it still feels
wonderful to actually be able to breathe and relax in this way. Even if … even if I’m not
doing it by myself. I’m just … I didn’t mean to do that, to react that way.”

“I understand, and I wish you would think nothing of it. It was not intentional, I know that. I
believe we should move to the bed, before the soul shard makes it hard for you.”

“Alright.”

It was physically painful to move away from Voldemort now. The soul shard had snuck up on
Harry and the need had become strong and insistent. Voldemort slipped an arm around
Harry’s waist, under his T-shirt, before they moved to the bed. Harry didn’t resent the needy
feeling now, didn’t even want to fight it, on the contrary, he revelled in the feeling of
Voldemort’s cool skin against his. When they were about to lay down, Harry didn’t turn his
back to Voldemort as he usually did, to keep as much distance to Voldemort as he could, both
mentally and physically. He laid down, chest against chest, with an arm over Voldemort’s
waist and angled it up his back. Voldemort spread the blankets over them both.



Harry pressed his face against the other man’s neck and breathed in his scent again. Even
that, even his scent, made him calmer now. One of Voldemort’s hands was against Harry’s
neck, his fingers caressing carefully. The other hand stroked down Harry’s bare back in long,
slow strokes. Harry held still and just enjoyed the opportunity to relax, enjoyed the feeling of
complete calm. Now and again, he would withdraw enough to meet the red eyes that always
met his gaze steadily, then he would relax back against Voldemort.

After one such time, Harry said:

“Oh, I didn’t even ask if it’s alright with you that I’m positioned this way. Should I move?
Turn around?”

Not that he wanted to, right now he thought he would prefer to never move again. A part of
him knew, even now, that while Voldemort wouldn’t take his free will away from him, being
able to relax this way could become addictive. He had thought about that possibility right
after the Atrium incident. Now, it was all the more likely. He would have to be very careful.
He needed breaks like this, needed the rest, the opportunity to breathe, maybe more so now
that he knew it was possible, and knew how very tense he always was. It was like a little
piece of heaven. If he found that piece in his former enemy’s, and current husbands, arms; so
be it.

If the war had taught Harry nothing else, it had taught him to be practical, often brutally so.

“No, that is quite alright, Harry,” Voldemort’s cool, silky voice answered, and Harry sighed.

“You are petting me, have you noticed?” Harry asked after a little while.

“It took a disturbingly long time before I did, but yes, I have noticed. I contemplated
stopping, but … I believe that it is not only you that feels some kind of effect from this.
Though, yet again, you get the biggest impact. I will stop if you want, or need, me to do so.”

“No, I think I would prefer it if you didn’t. It’s calming. But then again, everything seems
calming right now.”

“Do you think that you will find that disconcerting later?”

“A bit, probably, but not as much as after the Atrium incident. Then I didn’t know what had
happened, why or what would happen because of it. This time, I made the decision and know
what’s happening. And I know that I needed it to happen. The last time my shoulders were
this sore …” He stopped; he just couldn’t think about the war right now. Or, he could,
nothing was stopping him, but still … he just couldn’t. He needed peace and calm. “Anyway,
it would be good to have a day to recuperate from stiffness and soreness.”

“There is a powder you can use in the bathwater to help with that. I will have Dobby put a jar
by your tub.”

“Thanks. That sudden … withdrawal … from this state, when we were on the couch … That
was seriously disturbing, but it did answer my question about whether I can choose to get out



of this state, without you doing anything. That was good to know, even if I hope to never do
it again.” He shuddered. “It was mentally painful, and really confusing.”

“I know, it was bad enough that your Occlumency shields fractured a bit and your feelings
moved with your magic to me, for a moment. Just a moment, and then you were able to stop
it again.” 

Harry nodded, holding his shield’s and strengthening them was second nature to him now. He
looked up and into Voldemort’s red eyes. Yet again Voldemort looked back with that tolerant
calm, and Harry felt safe, calm and taken care of; everything he seldom, if ever, had been
before. Voldemort caressed his neck and back and Harry pressed his face against Voldemort’s
throat again, breathed in, sighed, and felt himself relax even further. Felt himself sink into the
mattress and against Voldemort, felt his body become even heavier.

“May I ask a question?” Harry asked. “A probably impolite question? I’m just so bloody
curious.”

“And I did give you my word that I would hold nothing you say or do during these episodes
against you, did I not?”

“Exactly.”

Voldemort hummed and Harry was almost certain now that it was a sign of amusement. He
had never heard the sound before today. It really did seem like this influenced Voldemort too.
It was strangely reassuring to know that; that he wasn’t alone in experiencing something that
didn’t actually originate in himself.

“You may ask, but I do not promise an answer.”

“That’s fair. We were supposed to find your Horcruxes, but found only one. The locket that
you took back. For the rest of them we could only infer, or guess, what they were and where
they possibly could be. Now that the Horcruxes are no more, could you tell me what they
were and where they were? Also, if you reabsorbed the soul shards in those Horcruxes to
become more sane … what about the Horcruxes that you can’t reabsorb or keep close to you,
those that were destroyed?”

Voldemort was silent for a while before answering. “I ended up making seven Horcruxes, one
more than I originally planned. The diary, the ring and the locket you already know off. The
first two are the ones that were destroyed. Other than that, my Horcruxes were Helga
Hufflepuff’s cup, that I had Bellatrix Lestrange keep in her vault at Gringotts, and Rowena
Ravenclaw’s diadem, that I concealed in the Room of Hidden Things, also known as the
Room of Requirement, at Hogwarts. That makes five, you know the last two.”

“Bloody hell, Gringotts, really?” Harry huffed. “That’s overkill, just so you know. Even now
I don’t think I’m mental enough to try and rob the goblins!” He gave a hard sigh. “What
about the two that got destroyed? What does that do to you now?”

Voldemort hesitated for a long moment. Even that didn’t worry Harry now. He was safe.
There was nothing to fear.



“I cannot say for certain, but as far as I have been able to ascertain, the soul fragments that
were in those Horcruxes have passed on, to somewhere else. Because they have passed on,
the place in my soul where the pieces used to be, was able to heal, somewhat. I have been
able to do a ritual that lets me see my soul, in a way … Feel my soul might be the better
word. I did it after I reabsorbed the three inanimate Horcruxes. There was a distinct
difference between the place where the soul shard you hold, once was, and the places the two
destroyed Horcruxes were. Think about the difference between a bleeding wound and a
wound that has begun to heal.

“I do not know if my soul will ever heal more than it already has, but it is enough to keep me
mostly mentally stable. Though, not always as stable as I would wish.”

“You seem stable to me,” Harry admitted. “Loads more stable than me, anyhow. But then
again, that’s not at all hard.” He snorted.

“I do attempt to be on my best behaviour when you are around,” Voldemort confessed.
“Having you disturbed by my actions would make the situation needlessly hard, especially
when it already is hard enough.”

“Oh. Well. I appreciate that … thanks … I think. And thanks for the answers. At least I now
know we were screwed anyway, regarding the Horcrux hunt. We couldn’t really succeed, not
with a Horcrux in bloody Gringotts!”

“Harry …” Voldemort’s voice had been calm all along, but now it was back to being silky
and Harry shivered.

“I don’t like that word … for me … still. I know I am one … one of your … I can talk about
the others, even about Nagini, but not about me.” It was harder to talk about this than about
anything else so far, but even so, it didn’t agitate him, not really. And that was exactly the
reason why he chose to say this now. At any other time, it would hurt. “Not like that. I think
… I believe … it’s because it makes me feel so much like a … a thing. And I have been used
my entire life. I can’t stand the thought of being nothing more than a thing for the rest of my
days. I just can’t stand it.”

“You are not a thing, Harry.” Pure, cool silk, waving around him, stroking against his skin
and his mind. Voldemort’s hand went up into his hair and massaged the back of his head.
Harry whimpered in pleasure at the feeling. “You are not a thing, and you will never be a
thing. You do hold a fragment of my soul, but that does not make you a thing in my eyes. It
makes you precious. I do not wish to use you, anymore than I wish to hurt you, or kill you.
My word on that.”

“And you do tend to keep your word,” Harry said huskily.

“Yes, I do.”

Harry became quiet and Voldemort continued to massage, caress, and stroke him.

To Harry’s later bewilderment and Voldemort’s surprise, Harry fell asleep in the Dark Lord’s
arms.
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See the end of the chapter for more notes

Harry had woken up, used the bathroom, showered, shaved, brushed his teeth and hair, and
was halfway into getting dressed before he remember how he had fallen asleep the night
before. In Voldemort’s arms. He froze with his shirt half buttoned and then shot out into the
bedroom where he froze again, staring at the bed, as if he thought Voldemort would still be
there, somehow, and that Harry just hadn’t noticed him when he got up.

“Well, that’s just bloody brilliant, isn’t it!” He huffed and continued to button up his light
grey shirt. He couldn’t remember falling asleep, and he couldn’t remember Voldemort
leaving. Neither could he remember a single bad dream or nightmare, or that he had woken
up during the night, even once. He couldn’t recall the last time that had happened, without
help. Of course, what Voldemort had given him of peace and calm could most definitely be
called help. Just another kind of help than the potions and pills he had used in recent years.

He looked around the room. Voldemort had put up the wards against his magic, if it should
run rampant, and he had put up the ward to wake Harry if someone entered his bedroom, but
not the silencing charm. It seemed the bastard didn’t like that one, for some reason.

Harry tucked the shirt into his black slacks and got his black socks and shoes on. Even
though he liked his T-shirt’s a bit better, particularly those that Hermione had decorated, the
long-sleeved button-down shirts he had gotten for himself were comfortable too. The shirt
made him feel that he would stick out a little bit less in Astoria’s study. He had also
exchanged his jeans for slacks. He got enough stares, glares and hard glowers as it was. He
didn’t need any extra because of his informal look. If he really wanted to blend in, though, he
should probably break out the robes, and he didn’t, so, maybe it wasn’t that important to him.

It was a cool, but bright morning. Consequently, Harry asked Dobby to serve the breakfast
out on the balcony, and dressed in a jacket with a warming charm, to be sure he could enjoy
the morning. And it was truly morning, not nearly noon as it usually was when he was able to
get up. Dobby served him an omelette with ham, cheese and mushrooms, warm scones, jams,
butter, orange juice, a carafe of coffee and his nutrient potions. He also put a small note
telling Harry how much he had to eat to follow the diet. There was no limit to how much he
could eat of an approved meal, just between meals, because then he might not be able to eat
what he should at the meals.



With the breakfast came two newspapers, one was Magical News and Titbits, the other was
The Prophet. Titbits wasn’t edited for Harry’s perusal, but The Prophet was. Big parts of the
paper were obscured with a concealing charm, and the articles that were left were fine to read
for Harry. As were all the articles and titbits in Magical News and Titbits. Rita Skeeter had
written several of them, Harry recognised that even without her signature on the pieces, but
while she still wrote sensational, she no longer wrote malicious. It was refreshing, and
actually quite funny, a couple of times.

He was mentioned in both papers, because of-fucking-course he was, but if he was
condemned anywhere, that had been concealed from him. And Harry was more than alright
with that, he didn’t need to read what hateful and spiteful things others thought of him. He
knew everything already. Which was why the elves that handled his post now removed all the
letters that told him he was a traitor or a coward, or similar, and that he should go die.

Harry ate his breakfast, read most of Titbits and drank three cups of coffee before thanking
Dobby and finding his way to Astoria’s study. He knocked and entered when he heard her
voice tell him to.

“Harry! Good morning!” She sat behind her desk and smiled at him, before getting up and
walking towards him. “You are up! And human too!”

“Am I not usually human?” Harry looked down at his very much human hand.

“It’s just something Draco says when I’m particularly grumpy in the morning. ‘I will talk to
you when you are human again’.” She grinned. “What are your plans today? Anything
special, because of the clothes, I mean?”

“I thought I would try to fit in a bit better and leave off the T-shirt and jeans for today.”

“You do look good, but why not a robe? I know you look good in those too, and with those
you would fit in even better.” She made a gesture and they sat down by the desk, she behind
it and him in front of it.

“Honestly, I have never used robes outside of school or special occasions, and the times when
I had to fight in a regular one, it got in the way, in a major way, so I don’t feel like risking it.”

“To me, that sounds like a challenge. The good kind of robes are charmed so as not to get in
the way.”

“Really? Even in fights? Normal robes?”

“Absolutely. May I try and find one of the good ones for you, and you might try it and see if
you approve? It will probably be used; new clothes will not be easy to come by for a while.”

Harry thought about it. If the robes didn’t get in his way, then he might be willing to give it a
try, even if he knew that Astoria was working to get him to be more like a traditional pure-
blood wizard. She was sensible about it, and not offensive, so he didn’t truly mind. He had
expected it, after all, being the Dark Lord’s husband and all. He had to fit in. On the other
hand, he had expected the change to come by force. Maybe by threats, maybe by taking all of



the clothes he had, and just leaving approved robes. Now it sounded like he had a choice, and
that made him more willing to try.

You truly did catch more bees with honey than with vinegar. And Astoria Malfoy was all
honey, towards Harry, at least.

Harry knew, having seen her and even duelled her on the battlefield, that she had a much
nastier side, too.

Then again, so did he. Very much so.

“Alright, if you find a robe that fits me, I promise to at least try it for a few hours.”

She smiled and then looked down at a plate with bloody red meat, standing by her elbow.
“Do you mind if I finish my morning snack in front of you?”

“No, no, go ahead. I have to admit I have wondered when you ate the raw meat you claimed
to like, back when you showed me what you look like without the glamour.”

“I … decided to eat it out of your sight, just in case.”

He nodded. “I don’t mind. If you prefer to eat it at dinner or something, I mean.”

“Thank you, Harry. Do you want anything?”

“No, thank you.”

She gave him a smile and began eating while reading a long roll of parchment. Harry opened
The Prophet and began reading. One of the first articles was about the lack of properly
educated people, Healers, teachers, Potion Masters, Aurors, tailors and seamstresses,
builders, herbologists, and pretty much everything else. There were some suggestions as to
how to remedy the situation, but nothing conclusive.

The next article he read was about how parents refused to even contemplate sending their
children away to school so long no one knew what happened to the group, or groups, that had
targeted and killed children. Another article discussed whether people should be asked to
confirm their identification at Gringotts, by way of the goblin’s unique identification magic,
before they got their pardons from the Ministry, or if the society could risk identification theft
and having people that shouldn’t be pardoned, be pardoned anyway. After all, it was hard to
recognise identity theft if the identity stolen was someone who was dead.

And there were a lot of dead people.

When Astoria invited Harry to a meeting half an hour later, Harry decided to sit in, and
followed her and her secretary to a meeting room that was already full. It was a press
conference, which Astoria had forgotten to mention, much to Harry’s chagrin. But even
before Harry managed to say a word about it, Astoria pointed at a chair along the wall, where
he would be able to see her, Draco and the others that would talk, without being in the line of
cameras or questions.



A lot of the journalists and photographers sent Harry long, almost covetous, looks, but all in
all they were well behaved and stayed away from him. Nagini might have had something to
do with that, when she went straight to him the moment she entered the room with
Voldemort. Harry’s husband looked good in his fitted dark green, almost black, robes, even if
the glamour, if it was that, was the one without hair. The red eyes followed Nagini and landed
on Harry. Because Harry was well rested, relaxed with the gigantic snake in close proximity
and in a generally good mood, he saluted Voldemort with the coffee cup he had gotten from
Dobby a moment earlier. Voldemort nodded in return, red eyes glinting. Their short, but
obviously not antagonistic, exchange was noted by many.

It was just a simple update conference, to share what there was of news about a handful of
different topics. The first time someone tried to ask about Harry, Harry held his breath until
Draco’s ‘no comment’ filled the room. Good, they wanted him on display, most likely to
show that he was alive and whole still, but at the same time they didn’t want him to be
questioned. It happened twice more, with the same result. Later, when the press was
dismissed, Harry heard a young witch complain to a wizard, presumably her photographer.

“He sits right there! One should think they wanted us to ask about him and the situation of
our Saviour!”

“They might have gotten fed up with our, and the public’s, questions about what has
happened to him, my dear,” an older witch said, much more quietly. “Now we know he is
alive and functioning. That was more than we knew an hour ago. And even if we can’t
answer anyone’s questions, we can write that Mr. Potter was in attendance, and that might be
of help. And maybe that was all that was wanted.”

He recognized the older witch and knew what magazine she wrote for; it was one that
Hermione read almost fervently. Not so much for the information hidden in the pages, but
because that witch, that journalist in particular, could make Hermione laugh with her sharp
wit, her cunning and her intelligent ideas in hard situations. Anything that witch wrote,
Hermione would read. Harry knew that for certain.

Harry hesitated, unsure if he really should even consider doing this, but with his eyes on
Voldemort, he got up and stepped up to the group of three. Voldemort nodded at him, a
movement that was just barely there, giving the permission Harry asked for. Harry looked at
the two journalists and the photographer. Draco appeared, as if by magic, at Harry’s elbow.
Nagini raised herself up and put her head on his shoulder.

“Hello. I wonder, what would you ask me, given the chance?” Harry asked the older of the
two witches.

“Rowan Sterling, from Bewitched,” the witch said hastily, but with a smile. “It’s a pleasure to
make your acquaintance, Mr. Potter. This is my intern Adelina Walsh and our photographer
Wilbert Flemming. Given the opportunity to ask, I believe we, and most of our readers,
would like to know how you are doing. Both the truce and your marriage came out of
nowhere, and now everyone is floundering, trying to understand what is happening to us, our
society and our lives.”



Harry thought about how to best give his answer. “That, I believe, is a good description of my
own situation as well. I have been at war for the whole of my adult life, with everything that
entails, and now suddenly … I’m not. It will take some time to really believe, to really
understand, what life can and will be like now. Right now … I’m still coming to grips with
the fact that I don’t have to fight for my life anymore. Everything else will have to come
later. Was that an acceptable formulation, do you think, Draco? I can’t remember the last time
I willingly and knowingly got quoted.”

“It sounded good to me. Miss Sterling?”

“Sensible and to the point.” Miss Sterling beamed at Harry. “Thank you so much, Mr. Potter.
Do you have anything you want to add? We go to press only once a week, so our news isn’t
fresh, and we are truly more of a magical lifestyle kind of publication, than a newspaper, but
we like to have some pertinent news for our readers.”

It was tempting, so tempting, to say one of the many, many, codewords he had with
Hermione, to affirm that he really was alive and himself, but they would be noticeable. Some
of them could easily be slipped into a sentence, but right now he drew a blank as to how. If he
had planned this for more than two minutes, it would have gone better.

“No, no, I’m good, thanks,” Harry said slowly.

Miss Sterling and her companions all bowed or curtsied towards Harry and then they left the
room, as some of the last to do so. Harry hadn’t been able to ignore all the long, almost
jealous, glances from the other people from the press, but they had left now.

“Did you stop to consider that now everyone would like to interview you, even more than
before?” Draco asked.

“No, I didn’t.”

“Are you going to accept being interviewed?”

“Probably not?”

Draco heaved a heavy sight. “I feared as much. Thanks a lot for making my job harder,
Potter.” He glowered at Harry, but there wasn’t any heat in it whatsoever. “At the very least
you accidently walked up to Miss Sterling, she is one of the less bloodthirsty types. If you do
decide to give a statement at a later point, could you please, please, talk to me first? That
way, I can at the very least mentally prepare myself, and maybe even steer you away from the
worst of the pitfalls?”

“I can try.”

“Why did you suddenly decide to make a statement?”

“Just … a whim, I guess.”

“Liar.” Draco said, but he shook his head as if to let it all go.



It had been kind of a whim, but not completely. Harry had long wanted to give Hermione a
sign that he still was himself and working on the strategy they had made together at St.
Mungo’s before his marriage. The strategy Hermione had insisted that they make, insisted
that Harry would get the chance to use. The last she knew of him was the picture from the
Atrium incident, where he undoubtedly looked bespelled and not as himself at all. He hoped
that his words just now would give her hope again. He wasn’t in a great place, but he was still
alive and still himself. Still fighting, but a new kind of battle. A battle that wasn’t at all as
clear cut as the battles in the war had been. But still a battle he had to win to be able to find
some peace in his life and in his marriage. A battle to vanquish his own fear and rage and
hate, and accept his situation and life. That was his new goal, and life kept making it harder
for him, when it had been so exceptionally hard to begin with.

Marrying his worst enemy.

Sharing his life with his worst enemy.

Sharing his bed with his worst enemy.

Harry hadn’t really believed this would be a battle he would have to fight. He had believed
that he would be dead, or at the very least imprisoned, by now. A struggle of acceptance and
peace wouldn’t be necessary. But he wasn’t going to be killed, or imprisoned, or tortured. He
knew that, at least rationally, even if he didn’t really feel it, didn’t really feel all that safe.

Did he have any power over his own life and choices? No, not more than what Voldemort
was prepared to give him.

Was he a puppet for Voldemort and his lieutenants? Yes, but they were surprisingly nice
about it. Harry knew that they were manipulating him, little by little, probably also in ways
he didn’t detect, but he had never expected anything else, and it was far better than the brute
force he had expected.

Could he choose what to do in his day-to-day life? It did certainly seem like it, within certain
parameters.

And all in all, his married life was better than he had feared it would be.

If one didn’t take the whole situation with the soul shard into account, of course.

And it was impossible for Harry not to take that situation into account. Well and truly
impossible. He had gotten a much-needed break the evening before, but today it would be
more of the same. And tomorrow, and the day after that, and so on and so forth.

For the rest of his life.

Harry pushed those thoughts away hard while he followed Astoria back to her study. He had
managed to give Hermione a message, and maybe even some hope. That was all he had
wanted. All he could give her.



Half an hour later there was a meeting about the shortage of necessary people, and Harry
chose to sit by the table and listen in, not just listen from the other side of the room. Astoria
had welcomed him at once, when he had asked. She had insisted that he sit by her.

It was discussed if they should try and get people on contracts from other places in the world,
but Susan Bones had to admit that she already had reached out to Auror departments both in
Canada and the United States of America to see if anyone would come for a year or two. She
had been denied. It was felt that the situation on the British Isles was too unstable at the
moment. Germain Bandini had done the same, but in Tanzania, Kenya, and Uganda, where he
had some connections through family. It was the same story for teachers, Healers and every
other occupation. The peace was too fresh for people from other countries to take such a
chance. Every request had been answered with, ‘not now, maybe later’.

Harry drummed his fingers against the table in thought and startled a bit when Astoria said:

“Do you have any thoughts on the matter, Mr. Potter?”

“Oh, I … well …”

Astoria raised an eyebrow inquisitively.

“Remember what I said about needs must, yesterday?”

Astoria nodded.

“We aren’t going to get every kind of profession filled anytime soon, we lost far too many for
that and the birthing rate the last ten years or so is anything but good, so it will take a long
time before we are even close to the numbers that we want. But what do we, strictly
speaking, need?” He swallowed hard. “I believe we lost more than half our people.”

“We have approximately one third of the people that we had before the war,” Astoria
whispered and swallowed hard. “Maybe a little less.”

Harry closed his eyes for a moment before he nodded once. He hadn’t wanted to know, not
for certain, but maybe it was just as well that he did know. 

“With such a small population, what we need isn’t near as much as before. Not in any regard.
Send people, trainees and apprentices, out instead of inviting people in, for the time being.
We need Healers, let the apprentices commute to hospitals in Asia, Africa, and America, that
have the opportunity to take them in. Best stay clear of the rest of Europe for now. The same
with seamstresses and tailors, builders, maybe a wandmaker.

“We also need people that know how to keep and run all kinds of shops and offices, make
books and other general necessities. Someone who can make vials, knives, cauldrons, and
other tools that’s needed for potions and Healing. The apprentices can have one week on, one
week off, or something like that. And maybe the off week can be used at St. Mungo’s, or
another suitable place, to help where they are able. I’m able to make international portkeys,
without any problems. I can send people where they need to go. That should be much easier
for the other countries to accept, than sending people to us.”



“While it is correct that we will need the items to make potions, eventually, we have enough
at the moment,” Snape said slowly. “The lack of tools will first arise when we must teach the
children how to make potions. Right now, the lack of potion ingredients is much more
prevalent. Some can be foraged in the country, but not all, and we have no longer any stable
import of any kind of ingredient. Nor much opportunity to cultivate them ourselves.”

Harry looked at his fingers drumming against the table while he nodded for himself. What
ingredients they did have would soon run out, and with autumn and winter there would be
even less foraging than now. Potions were vital both for healing the population after the war
and for keeping them alive and well in the coming months.

“Dobby?”

The elf popped in but didn’t announce himself as he so often did. Already he knew when
Harry was stressed and simply needed something, and when he would like to talk a bit. 

“The blue and black notebook in my study, could you get that, please?”

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw several people sneer at himself and Dobby.

Dobby popped out and then right back in and proffered the notebook to Harry with a bow.

“Thank you.” Harry found the right page, copied the information over on a piece of
parchment, wrote a note underneath, signed it with blood and magic, and sent the piece down
to Snape. “Hermione saved this man’s daughter when we visited Japan some years ago. He
runs the biggest potion ingredient emporium in Asia. I give you leave to request payment for
the life debt owed, if you think that you yourself is the best one to begin importing potion
ingredients to Britain. He shouldn’t try to make it too hard for you, but he is a merchant by
blood and birth, so he will want a bargain, even with the life debt.”

Snape looked at the parchment, then at Harry and then down at the parchment again.

“Yamana Takatane. I know his name and reputation,” Snape said after a moment.

“I should certainly hope so,” Harry’s lips quirked. “Tell me when you want a portkey over
there, and I will make one. Or do you know someone else that you would rather send?”

“No, no, thank you, Mr. Potter. I believe I will go myself.” Snape looked at Astoria. “It seems
to me, Mrs. Malfoy, that the shortage problem with both ingredients and potion tools might
be handled. As well as the question of where to get plants and seeds from to begin our own
production. Yamana Takatane provides all this.”

“Mr. Potter, while I greatly appreciate your wish to help … This is not quite how life debts
works,” Astoria said carefully. “If Miss Granger saved a witch’s life, then you cannot …”

“Hermione saved the girl, but as always, we agreed that the one that needs the life debt more,
can have it. She has used a couple of debts owed to me, and that worked out well. I know she
would agree that this is a good and necessary use of the debt. I wrote down a message to
Takatane on that note, he will know it for what it is, and honour it.”



Astoria looked at Snape.

“I do not read Japanese,” Snape said, a bit sour.

Harry grinned at the look on Snapes face. He could only speak enough Japanese to barely
function in Japan. However, he was quite good at reading and writing Japanese, more than
good enough to read and translate the scrolls in the magical monastery Hermione had wanted
to visit for her 25th birthday. He might have magically cheated to become that good, but no
one in the room had asked him about it, so he kept it to himself.

Astoria nodded and wrote down something. “I will get the Malfoy and Greengrass
greenhouses set up, and send out messages to everyone else that has greenhouses or plots for
cultivating plants and potion ingredients. This will help.”

“Are you even certified to make portkeys?” Flora or Hestia Carrow piped up, with a deep
frown.

Harry felt his grin melt away. One thing was asking, that was alright, but the snippy way she
did it, as if she had caught him doing something inappropriate … It rubbed him very much
the wrong way.

“What are your credentials regarding teaching?” Harry asked right back. “That is the task you
have gotten, to make sure that all magical children get an education, even now. What is your
Mastery? According to the law, pre-war and bar Dumbledore’s mistakes, you need at least
one to teach. Preferably in the subject you want to teach in.”

“I’m not expected to teach, I’m expected to make sure that the children know what they are
supposed to know to become productive members of our society,” she snapped.

“According to whom? The old Ministry, corrupt and destroyed by its own self-importance?
Dumbledore’s teaching plans, so eclectic that it’s a wonder anyone learned anything at all?
The new, not yet up-and-running Ministry?

“My bloody point is” he raised his voice when the woman tried to interrupt him, “that we do
not have the people nor the expertise in all the fields we want or need. I know I can make
portkeys; I have been making them for years. I have used them myself to the other side of the
globe and back, several times. They are safe. And I’m certain that you can come up with a
suitable education plan, with time and input from people that know a lot in their specific
fields, maybe a trip to other schools will help too. We have to make do, all of us, for years to
come. So do not come here and ask me what my fucking credentials is, when you are in no
better position than myself.”

Silence filled the room.

“I liked the idea of sending people out, it might work,” Astoria said. “Thank you, Mr. Potter.
I will bring it to the Dark Lord, and we will discuss it in a new meeting in a couple of days.
In the meantime, please consider what Mr. Potter proposed. Who could be sent out of the
country and what country and institutions might be willing to take them in? Write down any



suggestions, and if you yourself have any connections to a suitable place, feel free to ask
around and see what the people there might think of the request.”

“One question, please …” Harry said.

“Yes, of course.”

“Draco.” Harry turned to him. “Did you get your NEWTs?”

“I did, so did the year after us. Astoria took hers at the Ministry, but anyone after that hasn’t
been able to take either OWLs or NEWTs.”

By that time Hogwarts had been in ruins and the Ministry was fighting to keep Voldemort’s
influence out of its halls and politics, and barely functioned for anything but war and the bare
essentials for keeping a society up and running. That had not included any formal education.

“I wonder what could show up if everyone that wanted to try for NEWT ’s did, based on life
knowledge. You might not learn the curriculum during a war, but if you survive, you
nevertheless learn a lot. Do you have any plans in that direction, Miss Carrow?” Harry
looked at the pale, hollow cheeked, brown-haired woman.

The woman scowled at him. “No.”

“This is part of what I meant by getting help and input from other people. I apologise for the
fact that this time around, other people were me, but seriously, set up something so people
can try for their OWL’s and NEWT’s, according to the old regulations and tests. You might
get a bit farther along with finding the right people for the right jobs, that way.”

“And you, are you going to sit and make portkeys every day, seeing as you are able to and are
probably one of few that can?!” she snapped.

“Oh, I’m far from the only one that can make portkeys, believe you me.” Harry felt a rather
nasty smile slip up on his face. “It’s a wonder what people can teach themselves when it’s
either that, or certain death for them and their family.”

The Carrow woman looked at him as if he had grown an extra head, or very, very big teeth.

“I believe we have enough to work with for now,” Astoria said. “Everyone knows what to do,
or consider, until we meet again in two days. I wish you a good day. Narcissa, could you stay
for a moment?”

People hastily gathered their things and got up. Harry placed himself by a wall out of the
way. Susan stopped by Harry with a nod and a smile.

“Very well articulated, Harry,” Susan said. “I hope to see you in meetings more often. It
might be beneficial for everyone, including you.”

“Right now, I don’t know,” Harry admitted.

Susan smiled. “Here’s to hope, anyway! Got to run to the next meeting, see you later!”



They had seen each other and exchanged nods at earlier occasions, but this was the first time
they had talked since the Atrium incident. Harry didn’t really know if he was supposed to talk
to outsiders without any of his watchers close by.

He watched Susan leave with a strange feeling of emptiness and longing waring in his chest.
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Confessions
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In the end, it was only Harry, Astoria and Narcissa left in Astoria’s study.

“Thank you for waiting,” Astoria said to Narcissa.

The older woman nodded to her.

“First, because I do not want to set a bad example for the future; you do have a Mastery, do
you not?”

“I have two, one in Charms and one in Defence Against the Dark Arts. I was the school’s
duelling champion my two last years,” Narcissa said without blinking. “I grew up knowing
we were at war, after all.”

“Would you, please, consider helping Flora with her task? I know that you already are our
representative at St. Mungo’s and that that truly is enough for one person. But if you could
just … keep an eye on Flora and point her in the right direction, or tell me if she is
floundering too badly …” Astoria frowned.

“I thought she would do a good job, but Harry is right,” Astoria looked at Harry and then
back at Narcissa, “she knows too little. She, too, became an adult during the war and she, too,
went to school under Dumbledore’s lacklustre rule. That is not a great starting point. And we
need a good educational system, more than we need almost anything else.”

Narcissa nodded. “I will keep an eye on her, and if she doesn’t meet my standards, I will help
her. Or take her place, if necessary. I do want my grandchildren to have a proper education,
after all.” The older woman gave Astoria a soft smile.

“Nothing yet, but …”

Narcissa put a hand on Astoria’s. “Do not fret about it. We are right now coming out of a war,
with all that entails of strife and stress. Everything will take the time it needs, that goes for
children as well. You are young. Do not fret.”

Astoria smiled at her. “Right. I’m not fretting, at all. Anyway.” She gave a small sigh. “I have
another request to make off you, as you know the attic of the Manor better than me. Harry
has agreed to try robes, if they fit him properly and do not get in his way, if he should have to



run, fight or the like. Do you believe you could find something suitable in the attic? He
knows they will have to be used.”

Both women looked at Harry, he looked blankly back.

Slowly Narcissa nodded. “I know where to look for something. Would it be acceptable for
you if I came by your rooms after lunch, Mr. Potter?”

“Yes, of course, I will be sure to be there. And thanks.”

Harry went for a very slow walk, more of a stroll, in the gardens after that. Then he joined the
other three for lunch, for the first time in weeks. Voldemort nodded to him while still
listening to Draco. When Draco stopped speaking, Voldemort looked at Harry again.

“Harry, how are you?”

“Uhm, fine. Better than usual.”

“You slept well?”

“Very well. What’s with the interrogation?”

Voldemort raised a brow. “I assure you, if I should interrogate you, I would do it quite
differently. No emotional conflict after yesterday?”

“Oh. Right.” Harry hadn’t thought about it, he had in fact been very careful in not thinking
about it, which might be a bit of a hint. He frowned. “I’m not … thrilled … naturally, I never
was, but I still claim I need the break. And I got that. A better break than anticipated.” Harry
looked down into his coffee and swallowed. “Yeah, better than anticipated, what with the
good night’s sleep and all. What about you? It affected you too.”

“I have no qualms.”

“Do I have anything to apologise for?” Harry met the ruby red gaze for the first time since he
sat down.

“No, Harry, you do not. Do inform me if you need another break.”

“That would be alright with you?”

“As I stated, I have no qualms about it. You decide if, or when, you need another break.”

Harry nodded. “I will think about it.”

He wouldn’t.

No matter what he thought about the help Voldemort had given, the calm and the peace and
the feeling of safety, his feelings were decided. He needed that. He had to be careful not to
need it too much, not to get addicted, not to need Voldemort more than he already did. But he
did need breaks like that. It might very well be the difference between his mind breaking



once and for all under the stress and revulsion aimed at the soul shard, and that whole
situation, and him getting through it to a time where he would be able to live with it.

He had promised Hermione to do everything in his power to survive, and to live if at all
possible. His mind couldn’t take much more of a beating, so he would accept whatever help
he could get.

Even if it came from Voldemort in the form of a false sense of calm and safety. 

After lunch Narcissa shoved up at his suite with no less than five robes in different colours
and styles. Because he had promised to try, Harry changed to the first one without a
complaint. It was a lot smoother than he had anticipated and he liked the colour, a deep forest
green, but it hung on him like an empty sack.

Narcissa nodded. “The colour is right, and with your permission, I will resize it a bit at the
shoulders, and the waist, the length is good though …” She walked around him.

“Please do,” Harry said meekly.

Narcissa did resize it, but when she took some steps back to watch her handiwork, he saw
that she was hard pressed to remain calm. Her already pale face lost all colour.

“I’m a bit on the skinny side,” he told her and watched her swallow hard. “More like skin and
bones, really, but I’m already better than I was, and it goes the right way.” He shrugged. “It’s
harder to notice with the shirt.”

She nodded and he had to admire her gumption when she drew herself up and cleaned her
face of all feeling.

“If the material is a bit thicker, then it will be harder to notice, until you get to a healthier
weight. If you would, Mr. Potter, this might do better.” She held out a black robe with golden
details, but without being overwhelming. The material was thicker, but still surprisingly soft.

Harry went into the bathroom and changed, and again Narcissa resized the robe to fit him.
This time he didn’t look like a scarecrow, even with his wild hair. He looked, and was, far too
thin, but the robe managed to conceal rather than display that fact, while also resting properly
over his shoulders and cinching in at the waist. It didn’t hang off him like the used clothes he
had gotten from Dudley had. It actually sat just as well as his shirts and trousers, and didn’t
feel any more restrictive, at least not yet. The cut was simple and the colours suitable. He
could deal with this.

He agreed to get the three last robes resized by Narcissa too, because she had gone through
the trouble of finding them, and if Harry should feel like using the robes, then it would be
good if they actually fit him properly. One of the three was of the too thin material again, but
in the end, he had three robes he thought he might actually use. The black and gold one, a
dark grey with silver buttons and details, and a heavier velvet one in dark green, almost
black. That one had silver snakes as clasps and an embroidered silver snake up each arm, the
detail given the snakes was astounding.



“At least some of these were Draco’s, right?” Harry asked when Narcissa proclaimed herself
satisfied.

“All of them were, Mr. Potter. I hope you don’t mind. They are of a newer style than a lot of
the other robes in the attic. I thought that might suit you better. I’m sure you will get the
opportunity to get some new clothes soon.”

“I don’t mind. I was just curious. And these robes are a lot better than any of my cousins’
hand-me-down rags that I got when I was a child. And thanks to you, they actually fit. Thank
you for your help.”

Narcissa looked at him for a long moment, then she curtsied deeply. “It was my pleasure, Mr.
Potter.”

She left without saying anything more and Harry changed to the black and gold robe and
tried walking around in it and doing all kinds of movements that he might find himself doing
if he was attacked. Never once did the robes get in his way, not even a bit.

He stopped and looked at himself in the mirror. The robes hung as perfectly as before. “Huh.
If I had known about charms like this, I might actually have liked to use robes.” He did know
the runes to keep his warded fighting robes out of the way, but that took both time and a lot of
effort to make. It wasn’t something he would do for every single robe he used. But a charm,
that was something else entirely.

Astoria and Draco, and even Voldemort, complimented the robes on him when he met them
for tea later that day. Fortunately for Harry, none of them said anything when he showed up
to dinner in slacks and shirt again.

Voldemort recognised Harry’s signs of distress because of the soul shard almost before Harry
fully registered it himself, and they left just after the last course was served. A bit earlier than
usual.

Maybe that was what did it, Harry speculated the next day, the feeling of surprise, of
inconsistency. Or maybe he had been tired after both being around and interacting with more
people that day than he had in weeks, possibly months.

When they reached Harry’s rooms Harry desperately tried to recall the night before, the
feeling of calm and safety. He tried to get his mind back to that, tried to relive that. He was
safe, even without that feeling. Voldemort wouldn’t hurt him or harm him. He knew that. It
would be counterproductive for him to do so. Harry knew that. He knew that. Voldemort
would not hurt him.

But it was so hard to breathe. So very hard. His body was trembling, and he thought
Voldemort said something. Magic spun around him for a moment and hands on his bare skin
carefully steered him towards the bed. And he didn’t want this, he didn’t want this, he didn’t
want this …

It didn’t matter that he had felt calm the night before, when he couldn’t breathe now.



It didn’t matter that Voldemort wouldn’t hurt him, when the fear was eating him alive.

It didn’t matter …

It didn’t matter …

“No, no, no, no, no. Please no. Please no. Please! No!”

Magic straining. Tired muscles bunching. Magic snapping and snarling. Arms flailing.

A whispered word, a spell, and darkness fell immediately.

Harry’s mind was a lot calmer when he came to, and he realised with a heavy sigh that he had
gone straight from dinner into a panic attack. Voldemort’s arms were around him, carefully
holding him against a well-muscled chest. Harry felt stiff and sore, and his face was wet, but
the panic attack had passed, only old adrenaline remained. It made him exhausted.

“Harry?” Voldemort said softly.

“Yeah,” he mumbled.

“You are awake and calm. Good.”

“So tired,” Harry admitted.

“Your magic was beginning to spark. I thought it best to try with a sleeping spell before I
used the potion you gave me.”

“You have one hell of a sleeping spell.” Not before the words, calm and collected, left his
mouth, the thought and fear of being asleep, defenceless, almost made him choke. “Do not
ever do that unless it’s absolutely necessary.” He was shaking again, heart hammering in his
throat. Sleeping in Voldemort’s arms, no that wasn’t good. That wasn’t good at all. Not safe.
Not safe …

“I will never force sleep upon you, in any way, if it is not absolutely paramount that I do so. It
will only happen in regard to keeping the soul shard calm and keeping you alive. I give you
my word, Harry.”

The words rang of truth and while Harry wished he knew why they did that sometimes, what
happened at those occasions, he also couldn’t deny that Voldemort really had kept his word
when he gave it. At least so far. That thought helped him calm down a bit again.

“How long was I out then?”

“About an hour.”

“Oh.”

Silence.



Silence filled with feelings and unsaid words.

Accusations and hate. So much hate.

Confining. Restraining. Resisting. Tightening.

“Talk!” Harry gasped, forcing the words out. “Please talk!” He didn’t know how much time
had gone by since the last word had been uttered, but he knew that the panic was far too
close, even if he felt tired.

“How did the robes work out for you? Did you decide against them in the end?” Voldemort
asked as if he actually wondered and didn’t grasp for something out of thin air.

“No, I don’t think so.” His chest felt tight, but he managed to get the words out. “I liked them
well enough, and I might just make them my day clothes. Or, maybe not those robes, they
were a bit too … nice to use as everyday clothes.”

“But you changed out of them for dinner?”

“I don’t know how you do it, but I tried trousers under the robes and that didn’t look good.
Since I assume looks are the main reason to use robes, I can’t use trousers underneath them
and I need to use trousers for this very situation.”

“I see your point. The slacks I use are of a thinner material, without pockets, belt loops or the
like. It works well enough for me.”

“I will consider transfiguring a pair.” The silence was not so fraught with tension this time,
but Harry decided to break it, nonetheless. “Yesterday, when we talked in bed, you called me
precious.” Harry swallowed hard.

“I did.” Voldemort waited.

“I don’t know how you meant it, but in case you are thinking of using it as an endearment, I
think you should know that I don’t like endearments. Really, really don’t like them. Despise
them vehemently. Hate them with a passion!” He snarled and forced himself to take a deep
breath. “And I’m really not in a good, even remotely stable place right now. Sorry.” He took
another deep breath. “So, if that kind of thing is something that will be mentioned just now
and again, I can … deal … with that. But if you think to use it regularly, I would … suggest
… with the utmost sincerity … that you reconsider.” 

He would not think about that night.

Those words, tenderly spoken.

Baiting. Goading. Tormenting.

Soft spoken words, pain and burning hatred. 

He would not think about that night.



Ever again.

“I intended it exactly as I stated yesterday,” Voldemort said cautiously, and interrupted the
thoughts Harry absolutely wasn’t thinking, wasn’t feeling. “You are not a thing, you are not
something to use, but precious. I did not think to use it as a commonplace endearment.”

“Good. Thanks.” Conversation still seemed like a better alternative than keeping quiet, even
if Harry usually wanted to retreat as much as possible and suffer the episodes in silence.
“That … what we did last night, that does affect you too, doesn’t it? I feel calm, and safe and
anchored. May I ask what you feel?”

Let’s see if I can get the big, bad Dark Lord to talk about feelings! That would be something!
Not that Harry would use that against his husband. If Voldemort gave Harry the courtesy of
not holding anything that happened during these episodes against him, then Harry could, and
would, return the favour.

There was supposed to be a truce between them, after all. There couldn’t be a truce if only
one of them tried to uphold it.

There was a rather long, contemplative silence.

“I have thus far not attempted to put it into words, but I believe I felt somewhat more relaxed
than I usually am.” Voldemort hesitated. “That I felt more whole, more complete, might be
something else.”

“That makes sense,” Harry whispered.

“Yes, it does at that.”

There was a longer pause, but somehow, Harry simply knew that Voldemort wasn’t done yet.

“You don’t want to say the next part,” Harry stated after a while.

“No, you have finally calmed down after a panic attack that nearly unleashed your magic, and
what I felt last night, what I am thinking of now, will most likely not be conducive to your
calm, no matter what I intend to imply by the words.”

“Well, I’m sure you know that you can’t say that much, and not tell all. So please order your
thoughts and say them, and I will focus on breathing and not freaking out. Because it sounds
like you fear I will freak out.”

“That is a consideration, yes.”

Harry took a deep breath, then another and another.

“Just say it, please.” Another deep breath while he tried to force himself to remain relaxed,
remain as calm as possible.

“I felt possessive of you. Not as if you are a thing or something that I own, more like you are
a part of me.”



Harry’s breath left him in a whoosh.

It could be worse. He could have felt that he owned me. He could have felt that I was a thing
he could place behind closed doors or use. It could have been worse.

On the other hand, he felt as if I was a part of him. I’m not. But I do hold a part of him, and
that’s a fact. I decidedly do not like that fact, but it is a fact. It kind of fits together with the
fact that he felt more complete when our magic was thus connected.

“Alright,” Harry said slowly, he was getting stiffer by the second, but he kept taking
deliberately deep breaths. His mouth was dry. “Alright. And what … what are you
considering doing about that?”

“Nothing, Harry, absolutely nothing. There is nothing to do about it, or with it. I felt that way
because you hold a piece of my soul, and that was the closest I have felt to that soul fragment
in a very long time. That is all.”

“Alright. Good. Then … then we agree.” He swallowed hard and said the next thing that
popped up in his head. “Why are you going to rebuild Hogwarts? It will take decades,
centuries even, before there will be enough children to require such an institution.”

Voldemort picked up on the topic without hesitation. “But what is Wizarding Britain if not
our proud institutions, Harry? First among them Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and
Wizardry.”

“Propaganda, is what I’m hearing.”

“Tsk, such an ugly word, and no, while I want us to be able to unite as a nation by shared
experiences, I mean for that to happen as naturally as it did before the war. But with a better,
broader curriculum, better teachers, if I can get them, a safer environment and without
Houses.”

“You want to do away with the Houses? You?”

“Yes, they make it difficult to unite, do they not? And we require unity more than we require
House pride. Additionally, no one is able to find the Sorting Hat.”

“Yeah … About that …”

“Do you happen to know something about the whereabouts of the Sorting Hat, Harry?”

Voldemort knew what Harry would answer, Harry could hear it in his voice. He could also
hear amusement; he was sure of it.

“I might possibly have … burnt it … to ash … with Fiendfyre? It didn’t want to burn in
normal fire!” he added defensively, it wasn’t like he had brought out the hellfire before trying
anything else. “Besides … I never much liked the House sorting. Not how it happened nor
when it happened in a child’s life; like anyone knows who they are at eleven years old! It
created so much hostility and strife at school, it was exhausting.”



Silence.

Harry could swear he felt Voldemort’s laughter against his back.

He could swear it.

“Very well.” The bastard sounded completely calm, not amused, but not exasperated either. “I
happen to agree with you, even if I would not have destroyed an age-old and incredibly
powerful magical artefact. On another note, but still on the same topic; Astoria mentioned
that you doubted Flora’s capability to build a proper educational system.”

“I didn’t … I mean, I only said …” If either Flora or Astoria complained to Voldemort about
Harry’s remarks … No, Voldemort wouldn’t actively hurt him. Harry had to believe that, he
had to, he had to believe it, because if not …

“Rest assured that Flora does nothing without my supervision. I sign on every single order
that she gives. Compared to others, she has very little freedom as it is. Now she will also
have Narcissa breathing down her neck. We will never hold back on the education of our
children, Harry. They are our future, and their lives, safety, health, happiness, and education
are of the utmost importance to me, to all of us.”

“That’s good to know,” Harry whispered and felt himself relax a bit. He hadn’t messed up,
hadn’t made Voldemort annoyed.

Not this time.

Not yet.

“Do tell, looking back, what about your own education would you have wished differently?”

They spent the remaining time discussing Hogwarts and education, and when the soul shard
was sated Harry surprised himself by joining Voldemort, Astoria and Draco in a parlour
where they continued to discuss the same topic over a drink. Astoria had relented a bit in her
no-alcohol-rule, and told him he could have some alcohol, just not more than two units each
day. The firewhisky was excellent and while Harry did sit on the same sofa as Voldemort, he
also had his back against the wall and a view of both the doors into the room. By the end of
Harry’s second glass the remains of adrenaline, panic and confusion had melted away
completely.

Later, when Harry found his way to bed, he also found some hope in the fact that Voldemort
hadn’t given him any orders or new rules to follow. Even if he had felt possessive of Harry
the evening before, and even if Harry had made that evening’s episode harder than it usually
was.

Chapter End Notes
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The Talk

Chapter Notes

It's getting close! Guess what's getting close! 
As the sensible and responsible adults they are, of course Harry and Voldemort must
have The Talk before anything happens. 
Hope you enjoy!

See the end of the chapter for more notes

Harry should have known that nothing short of death, and maybe not even that, would stop
Hermione from being the first to wish him a happy birthday. She had been the first, and
sometimes the only one, to do so for years. They had made a game of it, making sure that that
one day was a good one for their closest friend.

Hermione’s otter Patronus flowed into his room and stopped in front of him while he was
reading in bed, and his heart nearly stopped in his chest. Tears burned in his eyes while he
stared at the shimmering creature.

“Happy Birthday, Harry!” Hermione sounded a bit chocked and slightly hoarse, but nothing
like the last time he had heard her voice. It seemed like her voice really had healed, at last. “I
wish you all the best! Always! Next year, I will get to tell you this in person. Just you wait
and see if I don’t! I miss you with every fibre of my being, Harry, I didn’t know it was
possible to miss someone this much!” A small sob. “Miss you. Love you. Remember to live!”

Harry stared at the otter while it faded into glowing mist and then dispersed completely. Tears
streamed down his cheeks.

“Miss you, love you, so much!” he whispered and for a wild moment he considered sending a
Patronus back to her, but he didn’t know if hers already had set off some alarm or not. And if
it hadn’t, he didn’t know what would happen if he sent a Patronus out. He cast a Tempus
charm and saw that it was now five minutes past midnight, the last day of July. The pain in
his chest drove away any thought of sleep, so he dressed and went outside on the balcony.

The cool air helped calm him and even if his longing for Hermione was a bleeding wound in
the middle of his chest, it had been wonderful to hear her voice and know that she was alive.
He didn’t know what to think about her promise that she would tell him happy birthday in
person next year, but he knew he would wait, and hope, and if he saw any opportunity to help
make it happen, he would take it, if it would be safe for Hermione to do so.

Harry didn’t sleep well that night, even with Draco’s sleeping potion, and he roused late.
Dobby served him a full breakfast on the balcony, in the bright and warm sunlight. With



Harry’s copy of The Prophet, edited to Harry’s preference, there were also several cards and
scrolls. Harry opened the first one with trepidation, unsure what was going on.

It was a birthday card from Astoria and Draco, written in beautiful calligraphy and golden
ink. After the normal wishes for a good day, Astoria wrote that she had been in contact with
Healer Brentwood and had confirmed that if Harry ate a bit more cake and sweets than usual
this day, it wouldn’t ruin his diet, if it was only this one day. She also mentioned that the
house elves were ready and happy to make whatever he wished, not only a cake or two, but
also for dinner. She hoped he would pick tonight’s menu.

The next card was from Voldemort, silver on black, simply wishing him a happy birthday.
Then there was a card from Narcissa Malfoy and one from Susan Bones, with two drawings
made by her two oldest children sent all the way from Canada, and an explanation from
Susan that they simply insisted on sending their drawings to Harry.

A lot, even most, of the rest of the cards were unsigned. Dobby told him the cards had come
with owls the whole morning. Three of those cards had held nasty surprises or threats and
had been taken out of the pile, but the rest were what seemed to be genuine congratulations
on his birthday. Harry believed he was able to identify a few of the senders from their
writing, even if they hadn’t signed the card. He guessed they weren’t willing to come right
out and admit they were alive, if someone read Harry’s post and noted things like that. They
would have come out of the woodwork if they wanted a pardon, but maybe they weren’t
ready yet. Not even two whole months had passed since the truce was signed, after all.

Harry chose to spend the day alone outside by the lake in the sun, instead of joining Astoria
in her study and in her meetings, like he had begun to do, at least part of the day. No one that
counted had complained of this, and it was a way for Harry to feel less disconnected from
people in general, and the society he was a part of. This way, he also got to know what was
happening out there and what the plans were. It also helped that keeping abreast of plans and
situations gave him something to talk about at tea and dinner, and helped him feel less lost in
the conversations the rest of them were having.

Tea was served with orange scones, Harry’s new favourite, as well as a treacle tart and a
chocolate and strawberry cake.

“Mmm,” Astoria licked her lips and eyed the chocolate and strawberry cake she just had
eaten a big piece of, “what is this? It’s delicious. The elves have never made it before.”

“I gave Dobby the recipe, and he made it to perfection,” Harry said while trying to hide the
sorrow in his heart. It was Hermione’s favourite cake, and it was their tradition that on their
birthdays they had two cakes, and they chose one each. On one occasion they had literally
broken into a Muggle home to use the kitchen to be sure that they could make the cakes. It
had taken Harry four years to find a cake that Hermione deemed good enough to be her
favourite. She still didn’t eat a lot of sweets and cakes, so the cake had to be spectacular.

“Time for presents,” Astoria said cheerfully when they had eaten their fill of the cakes. She
called for Prim and the elf left a small pile of presents on the table by Harry. A bit confused,
Harry looked from one to the other before opening the first present. It was from Voldemort,
and it was a book, a very old book about rituals and rites long forgotten in magical Britain.



The English was extremely old-fashioned, but not as bad as other books Harry had gotten
through during the war.

“The Magical Legacy ritual is in that book,” Voldemort said when Harry looked at him,
“among numerous other rituals lost in time, and to censorship. I would much appreciate your
opinion on several of them, if you are interested in sharing.”

“Thank you.” Harry took his words to mean that Harry didn’t have to read the book, nor did
he have to share his opinions, if he didn’t want to. A gift without any strings attached. Given
the age of the book, it was most likely a priceless gift, too.

The gift from Astoria and Draco was a broom. An old Nimbus 2001, polished and upgraded
to perfection. It was gleaming and almost quivering with power in Harry’s hands. When
Harry looked up with a surprised smile on his face, Draco tossed something small at him and
on reflex Harry’s magic caught it and sent it up in the air to hover above the table in a double
strength bubble shield. Harry felt himself flush when he realised what he had done and that
what hovered there so innocently was a small present wrapped in red and gold.

“Draco!” Astoria hissed.

Draco winced and was just as flushed as Harry was. “Sorry, Harry, I shouldn’t have done
that.”

“No harm done.” Harry caught the present when he released the shields, and opened it. It was
a small, black box, and in the box was a golden Snitch. It clearly had some scratches on it,
but just as clearly it had been polished to within an inch of its life and the magic in it was
renewed and strong. Harry had no doubt it would work flawlessly.

“You really couldn’t get one without the other,” Draco said, then he hesitated a bit. “It’s …”
He stopped. “Right now, getting my hands on anything new is nigh on impossible. If I could
have, I would have. I contemplated sending an order overseas, but in the end, I figured it
would be better to pay someone to remodel the broom and Snitch and help someone that
needs the money and …”

“Draco, seriously, don’t you know how I grew up?” Harry stopped him. “At one point my
family gave me a pair of used socks and a coat hanger for my birthday, and that was among
their more generous gifts. I was eleven before I ever got a birthday cake. I would never, ever,
complain over the fact that something I get is second-hand when it’s obvious it’s chosen with
care, as these gifts are.”

At one point in time Harry would have felt embarrassed that anyone knew about these things,
and he would never have admitted to it himself. But after years of Hermione hammering into
him that he grew up in a horribly abusive home and that it wasn’t his fault in the least, he
didn’t mind anyone knowing anymore. It wasn’t his fault, and if anyone thought any less of
him for having endured it, then that wasn’t his problem. They could fuck right off.

Both Draco and Astoria had gone pale, and Astoria’s ice blue eyes grew watery.



“I did not know this,” Voldemort said. “And I believe that neither Astoria nor Draco knew
about it either.”

Harry shrugged. “I only mentioned it so that you know that any kind of gift is valued. I’m
honestly surprised that my birthday is remembered. To get cards, cakes and gifts is … well …
unexpected.”

Harry had believed that if the day wasn’t completely ignored, it would be a big party to show
off in some way. He would much have preferred his birthday to be ignored. That there was a
middle ground where he actually felt more or less comfortable in the situation was … almost
strange.

“I didn’t know. Now I feel even worse,” Draco said hoarsely. “If anyone deserves something
new, it’s you.”

“Show-it, Malfoy, I just told you that I greatly appreciate the gifts. Second-hand is just fine.”

Astoria swallowed. “I’m so, so sorry that you had to grow up like that.”

Harry shrugged again. “Change of topic, maybe?”

He didn’t want to think about it, not because the memories hurt, but because the reason that
Harry grew up like that was in the room. In some hours Harry had to endure skin-to-skin
contact with the man, yet again, and sooner or later, but probably sooner, he would have to
have sex with him.

Some things were simply better not dwelt on.

“Right, yes.” Astoria nodded decisively. “Brooms and Snitches. As the closest you have to an
in-house Healer, I’m sorry to inform you that you are not cleared for flying yet, Harry, so
don’t try it. But know that you are getting there, fast and without a doubt. Just give it some
more time.”

Harry looked at the broom hovering over his lap and nodded, before looking at her.

“Alright, I can wait until I’m sure not to fall off and break my fool neck, or something
equally stupid. Thank you, both of you.”

There were still more presents, to Harry’s utter astonishment. Three robes already in his size
from Narcissa. While they were still very nice, made out of fine and most likely expensive
material, they were also more like everyday robes than the first five she had found for him.
One was black with a blue shimmer, one was dark grey with simple scrollwork embroidery in
silver along the collar and cuffs, and one was light green with embroidered leaves down the
sleeves and back. The leaves changed colours when Harry touched them, and Harry started
and stared at the leaves, before touching them again. The leaves went from a deep green to a
bright orange and then with another touch to deep red.

“I love magic,” Harry whispered.



Other gifts were a scroll about Japanese water magic from Snape. Apparently, he had found
Harry’s favourite shop in magical Tokyo when he went there to inquire about potion
ingredients and tools. Bandini and his wife gave Harry a knitted scarf, hat, and gloves in
green and black. It might be summer, but Harry knew how it felt to be cold, and appreciated
the gift, nonetheless. The rest of the gifts had come by way of owls and while Astoria
admitted that everything had been checked thoroughly upon arrival, she also asked Harry to
double check the gifts, when it turned out that everything was candy and chocolates. Harry
did so right then and there and incinerated two of the gifts before looking up at Astoria again.

“The rest is just fine.”

She swallowed. “And the two you burned?”

“Not fine.” He shrugged. “It was only two out of over a dozen, it’s still a lot of candy.”

“What would the two have done? Was it poison?” She stared at him.

“My best guess; a slow and agonising death. I haven’t had any Bertie Botts Beans in years.”
He opened the box, took two and held the box towards Draco and Astoria. “Do you want
any?”

Both declined, as they had just eaten a lot of cake. When Harry held the box out to
Voldemort, he made a negating gesture with a long-fingered hand.

“No, thank you, Harry, I never get any of the decent flavours. If I did not know any better, I
would declare that someone put a curse on me.”

Harry chuckled and bit into one of the beans he had taken and then grimaced.

“Uuh, soap.”

Draco snorted.

The next bean was cherry, and Harry closed the box with an inward sigh. He needed to get
this ball rolling, unfortunately.

“Do you have the opportunity to go for a walk and talk, tomorrow after tea, maybe?” Harry
asked Voldemort.

“That would suit me,” Voldemort answered and got up.

Harry spent the hours until dinner on the beach by the lake, reading the fictional mystery
books written by a wizard, that Draco had loaned him, and eating some more candy. He liked
the notion that the Wizarding World was so dependent on their candy, that one of the first
business enterprises that got up and running after the war, was the candy makers and shops. It
was probably just owl-order for now, but still.

Harry missed proper spicy food and thus his birthday dinner made his mouth burn, but he
was kind enough to warn the others about the different spiciness of the small dishes, before
he dug in. They ate with trepidation, but there were no disasters, no screaming and no



running from the table in a desperate search to stop the flames in their mouths. Unexpectedly,
Draco seemed to like the spiciness of it all as much as Harry did, while Voldemort and
Astoria steered clear of the more pungent dishes.

For pudding, there was naturally more cake.

All in all, Harry felt it had been an alright birthday, certainly better than any at the Dursleys.
Which was saying nothing good about the Dursleys, as these people had been Harry’s literal
mortal enemies until less than two months ago.

 

XXXXX

 

Next day after tea, Voldemort followed Harry out into the gardens, and they walked.

“I don’t know about you, but having a date over my head for when I have to have sex is not
conducive to … anything, really.” Harry walked slowly, looking straight ahead. “And since I
don’t know what you think, I thought it was time to talk about it.”

“I agree. It is not a comfortable notion.”

“And the fact that I need to have sex when I don’t necessarily think it’s a great idea …” Harry
stopped for a moment. “After all, I still don’t entirely believe that I’m going to survive this in
the long run, and quite often I have to remind myself that you are not going to kill a piece of
your soul …” He stopped again. “One factor that is most definitely going to make the
situation worse, is if it has to happen the next day, or the marriage and truce is annulled. That
kind of pressure I could really do without.”

“Again, I agree.”

Harry ran a hand through his hair. “Are you interested in sex with men? Have you ever had
sex with men before? Hell, do you even like sex? I am, and I have, and yes, for my part.”

Fair was fair. Do not ask questions you do not want to answer yourself. And it was sort of
necessary to know these things about each other.

“I have had sex with men in the past, in my teens and early twenties.” Voldemort didn’t
sound bothered in the least by Harry’s questions, his voice was calm and deliberate, but
maybe Harry heard a bit of silk there. “After that, when I shattered my soul even more, my
libido vanished completely. It has come back after I restored what I could of my soul. The
last time I had sex was too long ago to be certain how much I like it now, but I have, in
general, no difficulty with the notion of having sex.”

They walked in silence for a while and when they reached the beach Harry transfigured two
tree-stumps into beach chairs and sat down in one, looking out over the silent lake. Out of the
corner of his eye, he saw Voldemort sit down in the other chair.



“Me neither. I generally like sex, with men and women both. But this … with all the history
between us …” Harry swallowed and decided against going into details. It truly was best not
to think about it. “This isn’t going to be easy.”

“I know.”

“I have tried to … figure out something that might make it easier … but to no avail. Not
anything other than the fact that having the time limit right above my head will make it
worse. I need to know that it doesn’t have to happen right at that bloody moment, that I can
say no and try again some other day. I will admit that I considered using the need of the soul
shard, but honestly, I feel forced enough in that situation already. It might be disastrous to
mess with that. I also considered the calm that comes with a magical circuit between us, but
again, that will make me feel even more vulnerable, if not then and there, then later. So that’s
not a good idea either.

“Also, while I don’t actually know how those scenarios seem to you; if I had been in your
stead, I might have ended up feeling like a rapist, and I don’t want that for you.”

“You consider my feelings and well-being in this situation?” Voldemort asked.

Harry could have sworn he sounded perplexed.

“Well, yeah, I have to. We are married. I don’t want you to look back in ten years or
something, and discover that our … wedding night … put you in a position that made you
feel like rapist. That’s not healthy at all.”

They sat in silence for a while.

“That might be selfishness on my part, too,” Harry admitted after considering it. “I
mentioned that I like sex, and there is a fidelity clause in the marriage contract. So, my choice
is either celibacy for the rest of my life, or consider your feelings about this too, and hope
that when I reach the point where I might want to have sex with you, you might want to
agree.”

“You believe that you might want to have sex with me, even after the necessary
consummation of our union?” Voldemort was still perplexed, Harry was sure, but he didn’t
turn his head to look.

“In some months, or a year, or two, if I’m still alive and functioning, if the life you have let
me have this far continues, yes, I think that quite likely. By then I should be able to trust you
more, relax around you more and … you don’t look half-bad, and you know it. At least, two
of your appearances are … downright gorgeous.”

Well, there’s a thing I never thought I would admit to myself, never mind out loud to the man
himself. I never learned when to shut up, I guess.

“I … see.” A long beat of silence. “You are quite correct to surmise that having you under
any kind of influence would make me feel … uncomfortable. I would very much prefer it not



to be done like that. I realise that the consent you are able to give in this situation is tenuous
at best …”

“No,” Harry interrupted him harshly and turned his head to look into the red eyes of his
husband. “I knew what I was getting into when I wrote my signature on that marriage
contract. I knew what was being asked of me. Do not presume that I have not given my full
consent in this.”

Harry had to hold on to that, with both hands. He no longer had an actual choice. There was
no way out at all. So, he had to hold on to the fact, the memory, that he had made this choice
once, he had made it and he knew what was expected of him when he made it. It was his
choice, and it would continue to be his choice.

His choice.

This was Harry’s choice.

Because you have no other, a small voice whispered. You thought you would have choice until
the consummation, but the soul shard stole that. There is no way for you to leave now. No
way to get away. That is not a choice. That is not a choice at all. If you cannot say ‘no’, then
any ‘yes’ is moot.

Harry pummelled that small voice down and down and buried it deep inside.

It was his choice to do this.

It was. It truly was.

He could not live with anything else.

Voldemort met his gaze for a long moment, his eyes searched Harry’s but there wasn’t as
much as a flicker against Harry’s Occlumency shields. Voldemort dipped his head in a nod.

“As you say, Harry.”

Harry nodded and turned to look at the lake again.

“So, are we agreed to try soon, and that it is possible to back out if it shouldn’t work out the
first time?”

“We agree on that, yes.”

“Good. The marriage contract states that only penetration counts as consummation. Do you
prefer to take or be taken?”

“I prefer to take.”

Harry’s lips twitched. No surprise there. “I’m fine with both, so long care is shown, and lube
or oil is used, so that works out. No kissing, though. Any rules you want to impose?”



“None that I can think of at this moment. I assume it should be possible to mention it then
and there, if anything should show up.”

“That should absolutely be possible.”

“I have suitable lubrication to use.”

“Good.” Harry hesitated, drew a deep breath, and let it out slowly. “The marriage contract
mentioned nothing about it, but I want to make it absolutely clear that I will under no
circumstance, whatsoever, take a potion to fall pregnant. If you want heirs, you have to look
elsewhere.”

“As I am immortal, I have no need for heirs, thus no mention of it in the contract. I would not
ask that of you.”

Harry nodded, tried not to show his obvious relief, and went on to something else.

“I have noticed that you prefer to use the term ‘spouse’ when you speak of me. Are you
partial to that term?”

“Not particularly, no.”

“Would you consider using the term ‘husband’ instead? I don’t know why, but ‘spouse’
makes me feel like I’m hearing nails on glass, it’s … discordant, somehow.”

“Then I will not use that term any longer. Husband it is.”

“Thanks.”

There was a long silence when Harry only heard the mellow waves lapping at the sand and
the wind through the trees. The sun shone bright and hot still, but it had begun its descent
towards the horizon.

“I do understand that you most likely will not believe me, but I consider it worth saying
anyway; I will not use the act of having sex with you to hurt, harm or frighten you in any
way. I do not wish to do that. I wish for you to tell me if I am not successful in this.”

“Because you do not wish to feel like a rapist,” Harry stated in a whisper.

“Exactly. I do like power, obviously more than is healthy, but this is one situation where I
decidedly do not want any power. Rape is one of few atrocities I have never been culpable of.
I do not intend to begin with my husband.”

Harry swallowed. Every word rang of truth.

Every single one.

Voldemort had never raped anyone, and he absolutely did not wish to do so now. He did not
wish to hurt Harry in that way. In his mind Harry could believe that and appreciate that. His
body was another matter. Still, it was good to know. Maybe it would be easier to tell



Voldemort if something didn’t sit right with Harry during sex. Maybe it would be easier to
say no, retreat and try again on a later occasion. Maybe. He hoped so.

“I will try to do as you wish, to the best of my ability.”

“That is all I ask, Harry.”
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They had chosen an uninhabited suite, instead of doing it in either of the suites they called
theirs. And they had decided to do it an hour after lunch, so Harry was properly awake, and
the need of the soul shard was a long way away. Harry had opted for a snifter of brandy
before he went to meet Voldemort, but only one.

Voldemort put up the privacy and silencing wards and a magical keep-away sign, but locked
the doors manually. Harry didn’t know if Voldemort used a glamour, or if he was calm
enough, content enough, to have the appearance with hair, and right now he somehow didn’t
manage to focus enough to figure it out. The shoulder long, black hair hung loose and
brushed the band-collar of Voldemort’s black robes. Harry was in jeans and a t-shirt. He was
so nervous it was ridiculous. His heart was hammering in his chest and his hands were
actually trembling. Nothing about the situation was new to him, only the person. It would not
be so very different from sex with other men, and he did believe Voldemort when he had said
he did not want to hurt or scare Harry, he did believe that. He did. And still …

This is my choice. This is what I chose. I chose this. I chose this!

Harry clenched his jaws.

I chose this. It’s my decision to do this. My decision.

Voldemort turned towards him. The curtains were drawn, and the illumination was minimal.
It was awkward enough as it was, they didn’t need full light. Harry didn’t, at least.

Harry removed his t-shirt and Voldemort began to open the buttons on his robe. They
undressed in silence and when Harry was done, his clothes over a chair and his heart
hammering so hard it was almost difficult to see, he looked up and at Voldemort. Even with
the nerves making his head spin, he had to admit that Voldemort did look good. Broad
shoulders and chest, lightly muscled arms and a flat stomach, trim waist, and long, toned
legs. All of him was as pale as his face and the only hair on his body was on his head.

Some part of Harry was relieved that Voldemort’s cock didn’t seem very interested in the
proceedings either, same as his own. Another part of him was a bit worried how this possibly
could take place if Voldemort couldn’t get it up, Voldemort was supposed to fuck Harry, after
all. Voldemort’s cock was quite big, not that it worried Harry, even if it was a long time since



he had been fucked. Proper preparation was key, size wasn’t a problem, quite the opposite. In
more usual circumstances, Harry might have claimed that a bigger size was a bonus.

While Harry’s gaze went over Voldemort, Voldemort studied Harry, slowly and, as far as
Harry could see, without any kind of derision or judgement, despite the fact that Harry still
was hardly more than skin and bones, and scars, lots of scars. Some places it could be a bit
difficult to see undamaged skin, between the scars. Like on his lower legs from all the cutting
curses that had tried to stop him from running, from dodging, from moving. It was a long
time since Harry had stopped to consider how his body looked. It needed to function, it
needed to be able to fight, all else was nice, but not necessary. He didn’t have it in him to be
insecure about it now.

He really, really wished that he could be drawn enough to Voldemort to be able to focus on
the attraction, and not on his own concern about the whole ordeal. Just a bit of sexual interest
to take the worst of the worry away. What would Voldemort do? Would Harry be able to
stand it? Would he be able to relax enough for it not to hurt? If Harry couldn’t stand it, would
he be able to tell Voldemort that, or would his magic snap out of control without warning?

Voldemort took a couple of steps towards Harry. “Are there any preparation spells you would
like to use?” Both his face and his voice were quiet.

Maybe for the first time, Harry wished to hear silk in his voice. It was something about that
tone that pulled at him, even if he didn’t want it to. That could help right now.

Or would that be too much of an outside influence?

Damn. He didn’t know.

“I cast an internal cleaning spell just before I came here,” Harry said and met Voldemort’s red
eyes. “As for any other preparation … The slower we go and the more time we use, the
better. While I do want to simply be done with it, any kind of hurry would be … bad, I
think.”

“Very well, I will prepare you by hand.” There was the silk Harry had missed, it stroked over
him and made him shiver. Not too much, not intrusive, but there. “May I touch you, Harry?”

Harry watched his husband for a little while, swallowed hard and then nodded once.

“I think I would like a verbal answer in this situation, if you do not mind.” More silk.

Harry closed his eyes, drew a breath, and let it out. “Yes, you may touch me.” His voice was
low, but clear and audible.

Long fingers slipped down his arm, first one arm, then the other, then both before the hands
landed carefully on his shoulders and began to knead the stiff muscles there. Harry’s eyes
snapped open and looked right up into the red gaze that was locked onto his face.

“While I do not believe that you actually will relax by me doing this, we must begin getting
physically closer in some way or another, or this simply will not work.” His voice was still



silky and it made Harry shiver, but the gleam in his eyes somehow helped more. The eyes
weren’t heated, or possessive, or even decisive, but held a kind of wry mirth reflected in his
words.

“Well, yes, I guess … I guess magic can’t do everything.”

“Indeed.” The long fingers stroked and pressed and caressed Harry’s shoulders and upper
arms and drew Harry closer to Voldemort so slowly that it was hard to really notice.

Harry swallowed once, and then again. “May I … may I touch you?”

“You are welcome to touch me in any way you like, Harry.” The velvety purr shot straight
down between Harry’s legs and made his cock take notice for the first time. Harry locked his
teeth around the sound, the gasp, but he wasn’t able to stop himself from leaning into
Voldemort, almost close enough to be chest against chest now.

Harry placed his hands on Voldemort’s waist. “Holy fuck, your voice!” His own voice was
hoarse. “That … that wasn’t the soul shard’s fault, not this time.”

Voldemort’s hands stilled on Harry’s shoulders. “Should I avoid using that tone of voice
then?”

“I …” Harry slowly let one hand glide up Voldemort’s back, cool, soft skin under his thin,
callused fingers. The voice made him feel drawn towards Voldemort in a way he didn’t
understand, but not forced, not cornered. Was it truly different from a situation where he got
aroused from how someone looked? Voices could be attractive. Sure, this felt a bit extreme,
but was it so different? And if it had been the voice of someone else, not Voldemort, that
made him feel like this, would he have thought it a problem then?

No, he didn’t think so.

He found his husband’s voice attractive, excessively so, but still … That was all.

“No, I think it’s alright.” The first hand stopped on Voldemort’s shoulder-blade, and he used
the fingers of his other hand to slowly caress his back. Voldemort’s hands began to massage
and caress his shoulders, upper arms and back again.

“Do tell me if you change your mind, Harry.”

“I will,” Harry whispered and felt how his cock stiffened just a little bit more because of that
voice. He stroked Voldemort’s back and sides with both hands. He had to get used to it, had
to get used to the closeness when it wasn’t forced by the soul shard. When he did have a
choice.

He had been given a choice.

This was his choice.

He had chosen this.



This was his decision.

Slowly, so slowly, Voldemort drew Harry into his arms and ended up massaging the back of
Harry’s head with one hand while the other eased down his back. Harry wasn’t near as
adventurous, but his face was against Voldemort’s neck, one hand on his lower back,
sometimes moving, but mostly still, and one hand on Voldemort’s shoulder. It was an
awkward kind of hug, but it had brought with it a necessary intimacy, even if Harry wasn’t
particularly calm, or aroused. Voldemort had reacted, at least, and Harry felt him flush
against his abdomen, big and hard. He felt grateful for the thought when he wondered how it
would feel to have that cock slide into him. His body was able to appreciate the prospect of
getting fucked, even if his head wasn’t in on it. 

“Would you like to move to the bed, or is that too soon?” Voldemort asked.

Harry hesitated and felt those long fingers glide through his hair, the scratch of nails against
his scalp. Voldemort had been doing that for several minutes now, the whole while he had
been just as attentive, just as careful as he had been the first minute.

“We can move to the bed.”

They did, and Voldemort found the bottle of oil he had placed on the bedside table when they
entered the room, before he lay down alongside Harry. He didn’t open the bottle.

“You know, you have to relax at least a little,” he said and carefully stroked a hand down
Harry’s chest, before he raised it and let it stroke down Harry’s chest again.

“I know. I know. I’m working on it.” Harry met his gaze, then closed his eyes and took a deep
breath trying to put his anxiety behind his Occlumency shields. That was uncommonly hard
for someone that had mastered Occlumency several years ago.

“Would you let me attempt to rectify the situation?” Voldemort purred, and Harry had no
trouble whatsoever with guessing what he was proposing.

Harry’s eyes flew up, stared right into Voldemort’s red gaze, and gulped. Then he blushed,
like an inexperienced school-boy. Voldemort merely looked at him, almost expectantly. He
swallowed again.

“If you do not mind … then yes … I don’t know if it will help, though …”

“Let us find out, then, Harry.” The purr made Harry shiver and he looked on in a kind of a
daze while Voldemort oiled his hand and slowly lowered his hand and grasped Harry’s cock,
all the while having his eyes locked on Harry’s face. Harry suspected he looked for any kind
of indication that Harry found this intolerable. If Harry only listened to his body, and he was
trying very hard to, it wasn’t intolerable in the least.

The long fingers glided up and down his cock, sometimes with a bit more pressure,
sometimes with less. Voldemort’s eyes gleamed when Harry moaned after a slight twist over
the head of his cock, and he did the exact thing again a few strokes later. It was impossible
not to become aroused under Voldemort’s ministrations and when that oiled hand carefully



slipped lower and began to massage his balls, Harry’s eyes lowered to half-mast and he
listened to the moans that came of his mouth with a bit of astonishment.

Voldemort might not have had sex in decades, but the man knew what he was doing.

Harry’s heart was thumping hard, but not out of nervousness. His hands were trembling and
he clutched at the sheets, but not out of anxiety. His face felt flushed and when Voldemort
stroked his cock again, a bit harder and a bit faster than before, with several twists around the
head, Harry gasped and groaned and shuddered, and realised that Voldemort had managed to
arouse him after all. With the hand job of the decade. He was hard, aching and leaking and it
took everything he had not to arch up into Voldemort’s touch.

A finger brushed his puckered hole and Harry writhed. “Yes, please.”

He forced his eyes open and met Voldemort’s smouldering gaze. His eyes were undeniably
heated now, but it didn’t bother Harry now.

Voldemort’s cock was pressed against Harry’s hip, rock hard and velvety, but Harry couldn’t
mind that.

“More of that, please. If you would.” His voice was hoarse and breathy.

And he couldn’t mind that either.

This was his choice.

This was his decision.

Still.

Always.

His decision.

And when an oiled finger brushed his pucker again, Harry breathed, met Voldemort’s
gleaming eyes, and opened his legs to give him better access. Then, after a slight hesitation
he grabbed a pillow and stuffed it under his arse. Voldemort had stopped for a moment when
Harry grabbed the pillow, but was soon back at it, stroking, brushing, barely there. Making
him moan. Soon Voldemort stopped to just brush against him and began massaging both his
pucker and the rest of his arse. Oiling him up, making sure he relaxed, and thus teasing him
mercilessly.

Harry groaned and opened his legs further in invitation. “More, please, more.”

Harry could have sworn that the hard cock pressed against his hip twitched slightly.

“As you wish, Harry.” The dark, velvety purr made him shiver and the first joint of one long
finger slipped into him. Harry grasped on to Voldemort’s upper arm, just to have something
to hold on to. In answer Voldemort put a hand on Harry’s shoulder and stroked the skin with



his thumb. Strangely enough that gentle connection made it even easier to calm down, to trust
that this was alright, that this could work out without him being hurt.

And without him killing Voldemort, himself, or anyone else.

The tight ring of muscles was relaxed enough not to give a lot of resistance when the finger
slipped further in. Harry whimpered and squirmed when the finger moved inside him and
began to retreat, almost slipping out before going back in, all the way. It continued like that
for a while.

“Do you want more, Harry?” The purr made Harry squirm even more and clutch at
Voldemort’s arm. “Do you?” The finger played at the outer ring of muscles, slipping in and
out, teasing. Making Harry wish for more. Crave more.

“Yes, yes, I do.” He almost heaved for breath. “I do.”

Voldemort used more oil and two fingers slipped into Harry. They moved and scissored.
Fucked him slowly and let him relax and feel the pleasure … and it didn’t feel enough. Not
nearly enough.

“More, again, more please.”

The three fingers were eased into him with a caution that almost made him scream, but when
he looked at Voldemort, the pure hunger in his gaze drove the air from Harry’s lungs. He just
held that gaze, feeling the fingers slowly fuck him, and then brush against his prostate,
sending tingles of pleasure up his spine. He gasped and arched and begged for more in a way
that would probably make him feel humiliated and angry later. The long, clever fingers
brushed his prostate again and again and the tingles of pleasure became more and more
insistent, more and more powerful and it felt like Harry was about to explode.

And it wasn’t enough, not nearly enough.

“More, please. Fuck me, please, just fuck me now.”

Voldemort watched him with burning red eyes. Hungry eyes. His cock was both twitching
and leaking against Harry’s hip.

“Fuck me, please, just fuck me.”

The fingers were slowly removed from Harry’s arse and Harry whimpered at the loss. He
went from feeling not filled enough, to feeling empty. Voldemort moved to kneel between
Harry’s legs and Harry felt the head of his cock against his pucker. Red eyes followed his
every moan, his every movement, every twitch. Harry still had his hand on Voldemort’s upper
arm.

Slowly but steadily Voldemort slid into him. He was relaxed enough, oiled enough, and
warmed up enough for it to only feel like pressure, without any burn or even an
uncomfortable stretch. He encompassed the big cock quite easily. And he didn’t think
Voldemort minded the groans or the fact that he arched against him and drove him



completely in, the last little bit. Voldemort didn’t look like he minded in the least, but he
stayed in that position stroking Harry’s hip and thigh with one hand, and Harry’s shoulder
with the other.

He … was … too … damn … motionless! And it was driving Harry insane.

“Are you going to get on with it anytime soon?” Harry asked dryly and squirmed.

“May I get a please? You were so very generous with the word just now.”

Harry’s eyebrows shot up. The bastard was teasing!

Harry moved his legs and hips enough to let Voldemort slip out of him a bit, before impaling
himself on the rigid cock and moaning. Voldemort actually groaned with him.

“No, you may not,” he said hoarsely and met Voldemort’s gaze. He wouldn’t have been
surprised if he had seen flames there now. Voldemort’s pupils were so big, it was impossible
to guess that they usually were vertical. Voldemort withdrew and pushed back in again in a
long stroke, hitting Harry’s prostate on the first try, which had Harry moaning. The long slow
strokes continued, almost always hitting his prostate, and turning Harry into a puddle of
pleasure. 

Out of absolutely nowhere, the world disappeared.

It turned white, and if it hadn’t been for the pleasure Harry felt he would probably have
panicked.

Pleasure, and other sensations. Too many of them, really.

Far too many.

His cock driving into him, faster and faster.

His hand on his upper arm.

His cock penetrating the tight heat of his arse.

His cock bouncing and leaking against his stomach.

His cock penetrating even deeper into his arse, his arse spasming around him, massaging
him.

His balls hitting his flesh while his cock hit home again and again.

His hand around his cock, pumping it, hard, fast.

Pleasure rippling up his spine.

Pleasure making his balls and abdomen tighten.

His cock giving up and spurting warm droplets against his stomach.



His cock driving into his tightness again, giving into the pleasure and emptying himself.

He felt his cock jerking and filled him with warm, creamy liquid.

So much pleasure at once. It felt good. So good.

So much pleasure …

The world drew breath and Harry realised that he wasn’t in two bodies. Just in one. Just in
himself. But he had been in two. He knew it. He had just felt Voldemort fuck Harry, fuck
himself.

*Alright, what in all the hells just happened now?! Wait, am I talking or thinking this?*

*Thinking, I believe.*

*I did not think that.*

*No, Harry, we are two in this … space.*

*What is this space then? What happened?*

*I do not know, but I suspect this might be the consequence of me having sex with someone
who holds a fragment of my soul. I suspect that neither of us are entirely in our own heads
right now, but in a … shared space. A mind bridge, for the lack of a better word, between
us.*

*Fascinating. How the fuck do I leave?*

*At the moment, I do not know. This might be hard to believe, Harry, but this is actually a
first for me, too.*

Harry was, without any doubt, certain Voldemort was laughing. He could feel the mirth.
Quite a bit of that mirth, that laughter, was directed at him, at Harry. Voldemort was laughing
at him.

*I can … feel your feelings?*

*Read my feelings, as I can read yours. Not your thoughts though, just the thoughts you
mean to convey in words.*

*Again, fascinating, but how do we stop this?* His feelings belied his words, he felt a lot of
relief that Voldemort couldn’t read his thoughts.

*So impatient.* Still, there was no censure in the feelings Harry got from him, only mirth. It
got Harry to wonder if this was normal for Voldemort, if he felt more mirth than he generally
gave the impression of.

Not important right now.



            *I know that we started out a lot mentally closer than we are now,* Voldemort stated,
*so we must have been able to retreat from each other somewhat already. If we keep calm
and think about it, I am certain we will find a way to get wholly into our own minds again.*

            *Are you saying that we have to put our minds together to figure this out?* Harry
asked before he could stop himself. *That two heads, two minds, think better than one? That
shouldn’t be a problem for us then.*

The warmth and slight exasperation from Voldemort would have made Harry grin if he had
had a mouth to grin with. Which was part of the problem. Surely, he still had a mouth, he just
didn’t know what it was doing at the moment. He was cut off from his own body, stuck on,
in, this mind bridge thing. They both were.

*How very droll you are, Harry.* The words were dry and Harry could easily see them
accompanied with an eye roll.

An eye roll from the Dark Lord Voldemort.

*Thank you. I try my best for an appreciative audience.*

*What has gotten into you?*

*You did, I believe.*

There were no sounds, no words, but Harry could swear there was a feeling of sputtering.

*It’s wit and snark and all the good stuff, or panic over the situation, I’m afraid,* Harry
admitted. *It’s your choice. But honestly, I do tend to get chipper after a good fuck, it’s all the
dopamine and serotonin in my brain. Apparently, even if I can’t as much as feel my own
head, my brain can work on my mind … I’m not certain that sentence even makes sense …*

That is also not important right now.

A long, contemplative silence. *Snark it is, then.*

*Good choice!*

Another figurative eye roll. And wasn’t that something to remember.

*Back to your question turned snark bonanza. Yes, I am ultimately saying that we have to
collaborate, reason and experiment to figure out how to get our minds off this mind bridge.
Both of us masters Occlumency, that should help in the task. We are used to our own
mindscapes.*

*True, true. Hey, can you lie?* If Harry could feel Voldemort’s feelings, could he also feel
the inconsistency between his words and his feelings when he lied, or would he be able to
hide that, even here?

*Am I able to lie? Yes, I most certainly am. Though, I do not do it often.*



*Could you try it now? The sky is yellow and the grass is blue.*

There was a long silence. *Interesting. I see what you are getting at. Very well. Nagini is the
name of a kitten.*

There was a disharmonious resonance to his words, though Harry couldn’t actually feel the
lie from his feelings. More like hear it because Voldemort himself knew he lied. Did this have
something to do with the ring of truth Harry sometimes heard in Voldemort’s words? Was
that ring there because of this mind bridge, because of the soul fragment in Harry?

*Could you try again? Please?*

*I have never talked to a snake in my life. I do not like to read.*

*Both obvious lies. Vernon Dursley broke two of my fingers in the door of my cupboard
when I was six.*

*Lie.* Voldemort didn’t even hesitate.

*I was five. I had scraped Dudley’s hand when he tried to suffocate me with a pillow.*

Silence. *The first time I spoke to a snake, I thought I was as evil as the caretakers at the
orphanage told me I was, as snakes are the symbol of the Christian devil.*

*Truth.*

A long silence. *Because of my accidental magic I got exorcised by a pastor several times.*

*Truth.* Harry’s words weren’t more than a whisper in his own mind, their mind.

*It stopped after I began at Hogwarts.*

*Lie.*

Voldemort’s words were slow and completely without any inflection, but Harry could feel a
flash of pain from him, nonetheless, for the child he had been, and never had been allowed to
be, just as Harry himself.

That flash of pain was mirrored in Harry. Exorcism. Harry wasn’t surprised in the least. What
people could do to each other, to children … No, after a long war he was no longer surprised.
It was a wonder it could still hurt him, but it could. He was still human enough for that. Still
human enough to feel sympathy with a child that never got to be a child.

Given half a chance, I will do everything in my power to stop it from happening to anyone
else, Harry thought. No more abusive caretakers, in any shape or form. Children should be
safe and healthy and happy and loved, and if I can do anything to promote that, anything at
all, then I will. 

*Harry, what did you do?* Voldemort asked slowly. *Your feelings … Did you just give an
Oath?*



*I guess I did. I want to stop any child from growing up under the conditions we did.* He
knew that he probably wouldn’t get a chance to do anything to help, not anytime soon, but if
he did, he would take that chance. He also realised that while his oath encompassed all
children, if he ever got the chance, he would have to start small. He would have to start with
just the magical children. Maybe he would have to stop there, maybe not. Maybe he would
never get a chance to do anything at all.

Time alone would show.

 *I concur. No magical child should have to grow up like that. Under the new rule, no child
will, I will do everything in my power to make certain of it.*

So that’s what an Oath feels like in here, Harry thought as Voldemort’s feelings blazed like a
sun for a moment; wish, determination, hope and conviction in one single burst of power.

Harry approved.

Then he set to figuring out where exactly he was in his own mindscape, only to come to a
harrowing conclusion.

*I’m not even in my own mindscape. I’m in another part of my mind altogether.*

*That was my own conclusion, too. It seems like I cannot reach my familiar mindscape at
all.* Voldemort didn’t seem uncertain, more baffled. *This is purely a shared space. A new
space.*

*That would explain how we can talk to each other and feel each other’s feelings, but not
actually read each other’s mind. So … if you focus on not moving in any way, and I try to
withdraw …* Harry ventured.

*Feel free to try.*

Harry did, and he felt like their closeness got less close. He thought himself farther away
from Voldemort’s mind, farther away from him on the mind bridge. Suddenly it was like he
could feel, or even see, the mind bridge in front of his inner eye. A vast expanse of an arched
bridge made out of white mist and smoke, stretched between two enormous doors made of
gleaming metal.

*Am I the only one who sees this?* Harry asked.

*No, I too see the bridge and the doors. But I believe that you are the one who made them
thus, or at least made them look like that.*

*It felt like it should look like that.*

*It was not a complaint. Simply a comment.*

Truth.



*I will try and retreat behind what I believe to be my mind door now,* Voldemort stated, and
without further ado, the great door farthest from Harry slammed shut with the sound of a
massive gong. Reverberating through Harry and tossing him right back into his own body. 

He was screaming. Body arching of the bed, only one heel and the top of his head actually
touching the bed. Back straining. Arms flailing. Tears burning down his cheeks.

“Harry!” A shout.

Then, just as suddenly as he had left, Harry was back on the bridge. His mind was as calm
and collected as it had been moments before. But he remembered his own screams.

*That was … I don’t know what that was …* he whispered.

*Me neither,* Voldemort stated, right by him on the bridge. It was the truth. And Voldemort
felt worry for what had happened to Harry. It was so very strange, having Voldemort worry
for him. *I was back to looking out of my own eyes, and abruptly you reacted rather …
forcefully.*

*I don’t think … I don’t believe it was actual pain. I think it might have been … shock … of
some kind. When you left so suddenly, I was tossed off the bridge and right into my own
body. I would like to try again, but this time we both leave slowly and close the door just part
way, to begin with.*

*Very well.*

Harry retreated slowly towards the big door that towered over him at his end of the bridge,
the moment he thought of it. He felt Voldemort do the same. They both went through their
doors and Harry became aware of his own body again, it lay still this time, no shock, no pain,
no strain. Voldemort’s slightly cooler body was pressed against his right side, and he still had
a pillow under his arse.

Gradually Harry began to close the door to the mind bridge, bit by bit. His mind became
sharper and the connection with his body became stronger. He stopped and hesitated. He
could still feel Voldemort’s mind, still feel his feelings even as those red eyes looked into his.
There was some confusion and some speculation, but also quite a bit of contentment and
languidness. A flash of pain, there and gone. There was no change in Voldemort’s face or
posture. Harry wondered if he had imagined it.

Harry closed the door to the mind bridge, while holding Voldemort’s gaze. This time there
was no shock or any kind of uncomfortable feeling, if not a hint of … loneliness. A feeling of
being completely alone. Which was good, wasn’t it? He should be alone in his own head, in
his own body.

That was normal.

That was right.



It also left him guessing what was going on behind the eyes of his husband. Moments before
he had been able to feel Voldemort’s feelings and tell if he spoke the truth or lied. Harry
didn’t like the loss of that advantage, never mind that Voldemort had had the same advantage
right back. While watching Voldemort watch Harry, he realised that a few moments ago he
had been able to relax, even if he had Voldemort more or less on top of him. He had been
able to relax and trust Voldemort more than had been possible, so far, even with the other
man literally inside Harry’s own mind.

Or because of it.

When they had been on the mind bridge Harry had been absolutely certain that Voldemort
didn’t harbour any hatred or ill will towards Harry. He had been certain that he didn’t plan
anything nefarious, because he had been able to feel the other man’s feelings, and if Harry
asked, Voldemort wouldn’t be able to lie. And that had given Harry a strange peace of mind.
A peace of mind he already regretted losing.

“Harry, are you quite alright?” Voldemort asked, with so much silk in his voice Harry didn’t
even try to hold back the shiver or small sigh.

He was attracted to his husband’s voice, so fucking what! Big deal! There was a bloody mind
bridge between them now, what did it matter that Voldemort’s voice could make him shiver
in pleasure. If Voldemort ever did it in a way that made Harry uncomfortable, Harry could
make Voldemort aware of exactly how that made him feel. His voice and what that did to
Harry wasn’t a threat, not anymore, not ever again. If he misused it, Harry could force those
feelings down Voldemort’s own throat. Even if Harry hadn’t already been as certain as he
could be about Voldemort’s lack of evil plans when it came to Harry and anything remotely
sexual, the fact that he could turn the feelings right back on him, clinched the deal.

Harry removed the pillow under his arse and took stock of his body. “Yeah, I feel fine. A bit
mind blown over what just happened, and confused, let’s not forget confused, but physically
I’m fine. Mostly fine mentally, too, just … Bloody hell, I can’t say I like surprises anymore.
Actually, I never did. And you?”

He remembered that flash of pain. Had that really happened? If so, what was that about?

Voldemort tilted his head in thought. “I believe … that I feel about the same. Fine and
slightly bewildered.”

Harry couldn’t tell if he was lying or not anymore. But if he was … No, why would he lie?

“Glad I’m not alone with the bewilderment. Magic is weird as all hell. Mind magic even
more so. Or no, this is soul magic, isn’t it? We call it a mind bridge, but it’s more like a soul
bridge, isn’t it?”

“It is soul magic, yes, but while it technically was made to bridge soul to soul, that is not
what we used to communicate with. I believe mind bridge is the better term.”

“Weird, and unpredictable.”



“Most definitely unpredictable,” Voldemort agreed.

Harry drew a deep breath and let it out. “I think, I believe, that I need some space for a few
hours, if you truly are alright …”

“I truly am. Thank you for asking.”

Harry nodded. If Voldemort wasn’t fine, then it was obvious he didn’t want to speak about it
with Harry.

 “Then I will see you at tea.” He got up, got into his boxers and jeans, grabbed the rest of his
clothes, and left for his own rooms, a shower and another snifter of brandy. He needed that
after this kind of shock, and what Astoria didn’t know, she couldn’t gripe about.

Chapter End Notes

So … did that work out alright, or should I stay far away from sex scenes hereafter?
Please tell me what you think.

Thank you for the comments, the subscriptions, and the kudos! I love, love, love to hear
what you think about the story and the characters! Each and every review make me
smile. It makes writing this story even more fun!

Hope you liked it! Please review!



Claws and Questions

Chapter Notes

See the end of the chapter for notes

Even while Voldemort carefully draped his robes over his bloody and mutilated shoulders and
upper-back and found his way to his own rooms, back burning and stinging, he couldn’t
forget Harry’s questions. Harry had asked how Voldemort was after the whole ordeal, not
once, but twice. Like that actually mattered to him. Like he actually cared, even if they both
knew … No, Harry insisted that it was his choice. It didn’t matter what the truth was, when
Harry needed it to be his choice. Voldemort could, and would, respect that need.

Voldemort felt a slight twinge of regret for lying to his husband, which was a new feeling,
and at the same time he was grateful for being able to. At least for the moment. He didn’t
know what that mind bridge would do to them, given enough time. If Harry had asked while
the doors to the bridge were still open, then the lie would have been impossible. Voldemort
was actually a bit impressed that he had been able to hide that much pain from the shared
mindscape. It felt like his back was a mangled mess. But then, Harry had asked about his
well-being twice. Maybe he hadn’t been able to hide all of the pain, all of the time.

It wasn’t like Voldemort didn’t plan to speak to Harry about his tendency to rip Voldemort’s
back open in a way that truly shouldn’t be possible. He simply wanted to know as much as he
could about the situation before bringing it up to Harry. If Harry didn’t know what was
happening, then Voldemort wasn’t about to spring yet another shock, yet another mystery, on
him without at least trying to figure it out himself first.

When he reached his own suite, he called a house elf to get Astoria with her Healer kit. When
looking at his back in a mirror, over his own shoulder, he couldn’t help but grimace. Some of
those scratches were quite deep and long, some might even have nicked a bone or two. This
was not the result of human fingernails. It couldn’t be.

Astoria arrived with both her Healer kit and her Healer’s attitude and mask in place.

“My Lord, how might I be of assistance?” she asked and bowed.

This was the first time he ever had required her assistance as a Healer, for himself. He could
heal the scratches himself, he had done that the last time Harry did it, but because he couldn’t
see them it was harder than he liked to make any kind of educated guess as to what kind of
claws had made the injuries. Besides, he wanted a second opinion.

“I would like you to clean the blood off properly and then help me decide what most likely
made the wounds.” He turned around and showed her his back.

Astoria was silent for a moment. When she spoke, there was some tension in her voice.

“My Lord, please lay down on the bed, standing strains these kinds of injuries, and take this
pain relief potion, please.” She handed him a potion vial and then pointed, almost sternly at



his bed. He took the potion and the pain melted away in a moment, his head cleared, and he
moved to lay down on the pad of sheets Astoria had put down to make cleaning the bed
afterwards easier.

“I will clean the wounds now, my Lord. Some of them are far too deep to not heal right away,
I can see that much, but I will be sure to make a memory of this that we can look at together.
Will that be good enough, my Lord?”

“That will do just fine, Astoria.”

She set to work, and he could feel some of his back knit together again.

“You don’t know who did this?” she asked after a moment.

“I know who. I do not know what.”

More silence while she worked. Now and again a twinge of pain made it through the pain
relief potion, but not more than that.

“My Lord, I cannot be certain, but my very best guess would be a type of big cat. No smaller
than a jaguar, but I would not be surprised if it were a tiger.”

“A tiger is double the size of a jaguar, are the differences in the scratches that big?”

“A moment, my Lord.”

Again, he felt her prodding at his back.

“No, my Lord, you are right, the difference is not that big. But there is a difference to some of
them, without a doubt. And it’s all between different types of big cat, or different sizes,
because the injuries look very much alike, even if some are smaller and more superficial than
others. My Lord … how is Harry doing?” He could hear her swallow.

“He seemed fine, Astoria. I do not know what is going on, and if I cannot find out myself
very soon, then I will speak with him about it.”

“Do you want me to complete the healing now, my Lord?”

“Yes, thank you.”

 She did so in silence.

“Prim.” There was a pop of air. “Please get me the pensieve.”

“Yes, Mistress Astoria!”

A pop away and then a pop back. Voldemort sat up on the bed and saw the elf hand Astoria
the basin with a deep bow, before popping away again. Astoria put her wand at her temple
and then filled the pensieve with the memory.



The next half hour they spent in the pensieve trying to find any clue as to what kind of big
cat, what kind of creature or what kind of being Harry had beneath his skin. They agreed that
it was something, but no being, creature or beast came to mind. An Animagus could not
partially shift, and Voldemort was absolutely certain he would have noticed if Harry’s whole
body had changed. Neither could were-creatures, if there was such a thing as a were-jaguar or
were-tiger. Voldemort could not remember to ever have heard anything about such beings.
There was the mythical beast that were partly big cats, but again, none were known to do
partial shifts.

Astoria left him with his books and thoughts, she had meetings that she had to get back to.

Voldemort was none the wiser at teatime, but at least Harry seemed just as fine as he had
when they had parted earlier that day.

The change happened at the beginning of dinner.

Harry sat down next to him with a nod and as soon as he had situated himself, Voldemort
could feel the door on the other side of the mind bridge open, carefully, hesitantly, but he
could feel it, while he moments before hadn’t been aware of either the doors, the bridge or
the shared mindscape. The door opened partially and stopped there. Harry didn’t go out onto
the bridge, he didn’t leave his body, but he still was in that shared space.

After a short hesitation Voldemort followed suit, too curious as to what was going on, to not
try. Harry started a bit beside him, but when he felt Voldemort’s mind, Voldemort’s feelings
in the shared space, he turned and gave him a smile. A real smile that turned bigger when he
felt Voldemort astonishment at the sight.

*Curious much?* Harry asked mentally.

*When you lay a trap, you can hardly complain when it works,* Voldemort answered.

The pleased feeling from Harry was impossible to miss. Impossible not to bask in, just a little
bit.

*Why did you attempt this, anyway?* Voldemort asked. *I would have thought you preferred
to keep your thoughts to yourself.*

*Yes, and also … no,* Harry answered enigmatically. Neither was a lie, Voldemort noted. *I
don’t share more thoughts now than I would have in words spoken out loud, and … I admit to
being curious what this thing is and does and will do. The only way to find out is to try.*

*Should I retreat and leave you to it, then?*

*That would completely miss the point, Voldemort. We are two that share this space, I doubt
I can find out much all on my lonesome.*

*You do have a point. Very well. Let us leave the doors open.*

They did and the dinner proceeded as it usually did. It was after dinner, when they had
withdrawn to a parlour for a drink, that it happened. Harry and Astoria sat on the same sofa,



talking, Voldemort sat turned towards Draco on his other side, discussing an upcoming press
conference. Rage roared through the link, so suddenly and so hot that Voldemort got up, drew
his wand and turned around, all in one motion, ready for an attack.

“The fucking bastard said what!” Harry almost shouted.

Astoria simply shrugged in the face of Harry’s fury. Like it didn’t even concern her.
Voldemort didn’t think she quite knew what was behind those burning green eyes.

He hadn’t either, before now.

“It’s not like I’m truly surprised, but it is getting tiresome. Rabastan has gone from irritating
to rude, and I don’t like rudeness.”

The rage still burned, hot, furious, unyielding, but Voldemort could now read it a bit better. It
was not against him or anyone in the room. However, if Rabastan Lestrange had been in the
room, Voldemort didn’t much doubt that he would leave naught but a bloody smear on the
carpet.

“Telling you that you should crawl on the ground like the worm you are, is not simply
impolite, Astoria!” There was an unmistakable snarl in Harry’s voice. “It’s a serious issue!”

“How dare he! Astoria, why haven’t you told me this!” Draco looked stricken. He loved his
wife, snake characteristics or no. The thought of her being harassed made the blond man stiff
with anger, silver eyes burning almost as much as Harry’s green eyes did.

Voldemort agreed. Telling his next in command that she was a worm and that she should
crawl on the ground was also an insult to him, to his choice of lieutenant. Cold rage seeped in
and through the door out to the mindscape. He began to close the door to stop the feeling
from reaching Harry, but then Harry turned around. Green eyes burning like fire, magic
crackling around him like a halo.

Wild and beautiful. An untamed mystery.

And his. His husband. His.

“Don’t!” Harry said hoarsely. Panic shot through his rage.

Voldemort froze, both figuratively and literally. He stopped trying to close the door. Not
because of the words, but because of the panic he now felt from Harry. The panic Harry felt
at the thought of being locked out. For a moment Voldemort had feared that it was the
moment of possessiveness that he felt for Harry that had made his husband panic, but it was
not that.

“Why not?” Voldemort asked.

“I would much rather have your anger and know it is not turned towards me, than just see
your anger and not know.”

Voldemort nodded once. “It is not turned towards you.”



“I know that, right now.”

Voldemort nodded slowly again and left the door open. “Very well. For now, at least. Astoria,
what exactly has Rabastan done and said?”

When both he, her husband and Harry looked at her with obvious fury on her behalf, it
apparently became too much, and the witch squirmed. But they did get the whole story, in the
end.

Voldemort thought Rabastan rather deserved to get a reminder as to why Voldemort still was
named the Dark Lord. Nothing truly permanent, no, not when he could make his sentiments
clear in other ways. He wasn’t insane anymore, after all, he didn’t have that excuse. But
Rabastan would learn his lesson, once and for all.

The open doors and bridge between their minds were quite useful when it came to discover
when the soul fragment made itself and its need known for Harry. Voldemort thought he
noticed it first, because he had never felt it before and because he was very much alert for
something like this, at this point in the evening. Even if he always before had had to make do
with physical tells.

There was a disturbance, a pressure, in Harry’s mind that was felt even over the bridge. It
soon became more insistent, more prevalent. Voldemort could feel it the moment Harry
actually noticed. There was a moment of blinding terror and hate and rage. In a sharp
movement Harry turned to face him, and something happened. Their gaze met and the terror
in Harry receded. He swallowed hard and nodded once. Resignation and fear took the place
the terror had had.

Voldemort got to his feet and Harry followed suit without looking at him again, or at Astoria
or Draco when they got up. Voldemort said good night and ushered Harry carefully out from
the room. Nagini was back in Voldemort’s own rooms, far enough away as to not bring Harry
any more discomfort.

The resignation and fear ruled in Harry’s feelings, but both hate and rage burned behind it.
Desperation and grief made the backdrop. Surprisingly, it didn’t feel as if either the hate or
the rage was actively turned towards Voldemort himself. It was rather aimed at the situation
as a whole. It wasn’t that remarkable that he got the brunt of it now and again, he had caused
the situation, unwittingly, but still; he had caused it. That all the rage and hate didn’t rain
down on him at every moment of every day was … quite unexpected.

*I do understand the hate, the rage and the resignation, Harry,* Voldemort said slowly in their
mind, *the desperation and grief too, but why the fear? Do you still fear losing your own free
will?*

Harry, who walked slowly, stiffly, beside him, just hugged himself and continued to gaze at
the floor. In the mindscape he slightly recoiled deeper into the doorway, but he left the door
open. Voldemort noticed a wavering in the fear, but it didn’t disappear. Voldemort frowned.
After hesitating for a moment, he decided to promote his own calm and assuredness in the
mindscape. Not to manipulate Harry’s feelings, but to show Harry that Voldemort didn’t hold



any animosity towards his husband, he didn’t have any plans of any kind. There was nothing
to fear from him, not anymore.

Not that he believed Harry would truly believe any of it, any time soon. But the mind bridge
might very well convince him of his own safety faster than he would have without it.

It did seem to help some, for while Harry still hugged himself when they reached his rooms,
his shoulders had lowered and the fear in his mind had retreated some.

*I don’t want this,* Harry whispered in the mindscape after removing his robes, and standing
with his back towards Voldemort, dressed in thin, grey slacks. He flinched when the soul
fragment upped the need, the pain, and then he retreated further into himself, but still the door
was open.

If the words hadn’t been said directly into Voldemort’s mind, he probably wouldn’t have
heard them.

*I can feel … I can feel … that you don’t … You don’t …* A shot of blinding, white pain
went through Harry’s body, Harry’s mind. He gasped and whimpered and then sobbed loudly
when the pain tore through him again.

Voldemort stumbled, actually stumbled, mid-step.

That was the kind of pain Harry felt every time the soul shard got desperate?!

That was the kind of pain he experienced every evening?!

It was preposterous!

With his own gasp, Voldemort enveloped Harry in his arms and pulled him close. He felt the
need of the soul shard burn, and the grief roil and the fury snap, in the other man’s mind.
Harry clung to him now. Trembling and shaking with tears and sobs and half whispered
words.  

“I hate you … I hate you so much … I hate you. I hate you. I hate you!”

Voldemort no longer knew how often Harry had said those words in this situation. Close to
every evening, he was sure, and he had never truly minded. He had put the other man in an
absolutely despicable situation, after all. The pain alone … and Voldemort hadn’t actually
known that the pain was this bad. Not from the very beginning of the episode. He had
believed it could become this bad, but not so soon. He would have hated himself too, if he
had been in Harry’s situation. But with the door to the mind bridge still open, Harry’s feelings
told Voldemort a different story.

There was a lot of hate there, that was true. Burning, furious, snapping and snarling, more
hate than any entirely sane man could feel, could handle, and Voldemort should know, but the
hate wasn’t focused on Voldemort alone. Again, most of the hate was focused on the
situation, on the despair, on the feeling of being cornered, being forced, being trapped. All
that was Voldemort’s fault, no matter how unintentional it had been, and so that was what



Harry determinedly centred on, but the feelings behind the words were a lot more … spread
out.

Voldemort held his husband in his arms while the man wept and shivered and cursed him
through sobs. The physical pain had vanished the moment they touched, but Harry’s mind
was agitated. It was easier now than ever before to understand what went on in Harry’s mind,
even if Voldemort couldn’t read his thoughts. He was grateful for that, for being able to
understand the situation better while at the same time not intruding into Harry’s actual
thoughts. Harry felt cornered enough, violated enough, because of this situation. If Voldemort
had had access to his thoughts too, that would almost certainly have driven Harry completely
insane. As it was, he was alarmingly close to that already.

“Harry, try coming out onto the mind bridge,” Voldemort said while his hands stroked his
husband’s hair and back, without Voldemort deciding to do so. “I will stay by my door, but it
might help you to calm down. Please do try, for a few moments, if nothing else.”

Harry gave no indication of having heard him, but then he suddenly was halfway along the
bridge and his body grew slack in Voldemort’s arms. Voldemort hefted him up and got them
both onto the bed, Harry’s back towards his own chest, as Harry preferred it.

*I should, by rights, still be upset,* Harry commented from the arch of the bridge. *I can still
feel, still think.* A sigh. *I’m so very tired of this. So very, very tired.*

*I understand that better now than I did before,* Voldemort said carefully. *Is it always that
painful when the soul shard gets insistent?*

A laugh, high pitched and mocking. *That? That was nothing. Try that pain times ten, and
you get close to how it usually feels before we reach the bed. We left our company faster than
we usually do.*

Truth, plain and simple.

*You would rather experience that kind of pain, instead of telling me that the soul shard gets
agitated?*

*I would rather live with that kind of pain constantly, than being forced into a situation I did
not choose! Then being trapped!* Harry shouted.

Truth, harsh and brutal.

The hatred scorched through Voldemort’s mind. Entirely directed at him this time, for his
thoughtless words.

It took time, but the hate did abate somewhat.

*Will the soul shard even calm down with my mind here and not fully in my own body?*
Harry asked after a while.

*I do not know. Is it worth trying?*



*Yes.* Complete truth and no hesitation. *I let my feelings get the best of me, before, before
the pain struck. I believe … I believe I might have hoped for some kind of miracle. That
maybe … with this mind bridge … that would be enough for the soul shard. After all, we are
connected in several ways now, why couldn’t it be enough for that greedy soul shard?* A
note of pleading in his voice. An almost frantic wish for relief, for some kind of help.

*I am sorry, Harry, I do not know the answer.*

Greif. Resignation. Despair.

And silence.

None of them spoke before Voldemort looked at the time and told Harry that Harry could try
to move away now. Harry left the bridge, but left the door open behind him so Voldemort
could both see his body and feel his feelings when Harry moved away from him. No pain, no
desperate need. It seemed to have worked. 

The door on Harry’s side of the bridge began to close, slowly, giving Voldemort time to close
his own door at the same pace. They both remembered what had happened earlier that day
when Voldemort closed the door while Harry was still on the bridge. It was a shared space,
being there alone, at least being on the bridge alone, with one of the doors closed, might not
be possible. Only time and experience would tell for certain.

“I’m going for a walk, and then to bed. I have a Dreamless Sleep potion I can take tonight.”
Harry’s voice was careful and without infliction at all, he sat still with his back to Voldemort.

“Very well. I will see you tomorrow.”

“Yes.”

Voldemort didn’t think he imagined the tone of despondency in his husband’s voice when he
said that one word.

He went back to his own rooms and spent most of the night in his study, going through
everything both he and the Malfoy’s had on magical beings, creatures, and beasts. Nagini,
when he asked, claimed that Harry did smell entirely human and always had. Obviously, he
couldn’t be purely human, but her statement really didn’t help matters.

 

XXXXX

 

Voldemort saw Harry again at the press conference before lunch the next day. Like last time
he arrived with Astoria. The energetic and keen witch had managed to get past his defences
better than either of them could have hoped, and drawn him out, both from his own head and
misery, and from his isolation. Like last time Astoria pointed at a chair out of the way, so
Harry could be present, but not be the centre of attention, which he very obviously didn’t
like, for just as obvious reasons.



Harry sat down and the sleek black robe that shimmered in blue when he moved, fell around
the chair’s legs. Narcissa truly knew how to bring out the best in someone’s features, simply
by choosing the right colour and cut for a robe. The robe was fitted, but in a way that didn’t
highlight the fact that Harry was too skinny, it was also in a simple cut and without any
elaborate embroidery. All which suited both Harry’s tastes and body. The colour suited his
black hair, green eyes and sun kissed skin perfectly. Nagini slithered across the floor and put
her massive head right in Harry’s lap in a rather possessive and self-satisfied way. Harry just
stroked her head while shaking his own and taking a drink from his cup, not noticing the
glances the duo got from the people in the room.

After a few moments Harry looked up from Nagini, met Voldemort’s gaze and nodded.
Voldemort felt the door in the mindscape slide open again, just like the evening before.
Voldemort opened his own door. Both of them remained in their doorways, in their own
bodies, but they could read each other’s feelings and communicate mentally. Again, Harry
seemed pleased by the fact that Voldemort opened his own door.

For just a moment Voldemort contemplated asking if there was a reason for this, a reason to
open the doors between their minds, but in the end, he figured it was best not to ask. If this
was some kind of plan to deceive him, then Voldemort would find out sooner or later.

*So very suspicious,* Harry teased, obviously reading his feelings. *Gryffindor, remember, I
don’t have plans within plans within plans.*

Apparently, he was in a good mood today.

*I usually draw the line with a plan within a plan,* Voldemort admitted. *More than that and
it gets confusing.*

*Tsk, and here I thought you were the Heir of the great Salazar Slytherin, and you can’t even
keep your plans in order. What kind of Slytherin is that?*

*I most assuredly can, if they do not get too convoluted.*

*And I repeat; tsk tsk.* Across the room Harry shook his head at him, his lips twitching with
a smile.

Voldemort mentally rolled his eyes at him. It got the reaction he had wished for, but not really
believed he would get. Harry laughed out loud. His husband most decidedly was in a good
mood today. Amusement and delight swirled on his side of the mind bridge.

Several of the people in the room, both from the press and the ones that were there to inform
the press, turned to look at Harry, some with smiles on their faces, some with astonishment.
Astoria’s eyes shone while she watched Harry’s grin.

“Please don’t mind me,” Harry said, and refused to look at any of them, focusing instead on
his coffee and Nagini, much to Nagini’s pleasure.

Some of the people from the press made notes on their notepads. Voldemort wondered if any
of them had noticed that he and Harry had kept eye contact for several moments before Harry



laughed. And he wondered if he should tell Draco to make sure that this little fact wasn’t
published. In the end he decided against it. It was more or less harmless, and the fact that
Harry could laugh while in the same room as Voldemort was a point in favour of the truce,
not against. After all, that the Saviour of the Wizarding World could laugh while married to
the Dark Lord, ought to be seen as encouraging.

The press conference went off without any difficulties, but towards the end Voldemort saw
Harry catch Draco’s eye, and the blond fairly flew to his side as Harry approached a couple
of witches and a wizard. The same trio he had approached at the first press conference he had
been at. Rowan Sterling from the magazine Bewitched, with her intern Adelina Walsh and the
photographer Wilbert Flemming.

*If you don’t want me to talk to them, now is the time to say so, or may you forever hold
your peace,* Harry said, with bubbly playfulness.

*Truly, what has gotten into you?* Voldemort asked, mystified. He didn’t mind in the least,
not that Harry talked to the press if he felt like it, nor his tone and mood, but he couldn’t help
but be surprised. This was something else entirely than last evening’s attitude.

Something else than their entire marriage, more or less.

*Still just you, I’m afraid,* Harry answered.

Voldemort groaned silently. *I ought to stop asking that question, do I not?*

*Yeah, probably. Though, I had hoped that I could get to give that answer a few more times
before you caught on.*

*I have to show my Slytherin side at some point.*

*True, true.*

Voldemort watched while Harry asked Miss Sterling to relay Harry’s appreciation for all the
well wishes and gifts that he had gotten for his birthday, from the very first of them to the
very last.

“My Lord, you do realise that Mr. Potter uses the press to send messages to someone out
there, do you not? Most likely to Miss Granger,” Severus asked.

Voldemort cast a silencing spell around them. “I do realise that, yes, and I do not see a
problem, so long as Harry remembers the truce and his vows.”

“The very first of the well wishes,” Astoria said thoughtfully. “I wonder if that has anything
to do with the Patronus that breached the wards seconds into the 31st of July. I noticed it
when I checked the wards that morning, if you remember me informing you, my Lord? That
was probably Miss Granger.”

“Yes, most likely,” Voldemort said.



Astoria made a sudden movement with a hand, before she just as suddenly stilled, eyes on the
other side of the room. Voldemort followed her gaze and noticed that Head of DMLE Susan
Bones was talking to Harry and handing him a deep purple voucher, both were smiling.
Astoria smiled too, now. Harry was feeling a bit apprehensive, with a short burst of hope and
happiness. Then he was filled with determination.

“Some plot of yours, Astoria?” Voldemort asked.

“Yes, my Lord, even if Mrs Bones will make my life a nightmare if it backfires. She is a
badger through and through and she sees Harry as a close friend. I got her to give him that
voucher and invite him to join her. It’s for a new café that will open in Diagon Alley next
week. The first of its kind. I hope that an invite from someone he knows and trusts, will
tempt him to leave the Manor, if only for a short trip. Permission to make sure we have the
guards necessary on hand, if he should decide to take Mrs Bones up on her offer?”

“Of course. If it should become difficult, do tell me and I will join you, if you believe that it
will not be counterproductive.”

Astoria hesitated. “Right now, I do not know, my Lord. He seems quite … ambivalent …
about you.”

“That is understandable.”

Astoria chose not to answer that.

Voldemort looked at Harry again. He was saying farewell to Mrs Bones, a feeling of
contentment humming in his mind. Voldemort found himself wondering if Harry would more
easily believe him if he told Harry he did not wish to hurt or harm him, while they both were
on the mind bridge. He wondered how many times he would have to tell him before it
actually worked. And he wondered if it would be at all useful, as even if Harry consciously
might end up believing him sooner, his body and instincts would still need time to accept the
change. Would it be best to let him take the time he needed, or would it be best to help him
along? And would it truly be helpful, or would it make more trouble for his already fragile
mind?

In the blink of an eye the room and atmosphere changed, when Harry’s immense power
rolled through the room like a storm, knocking people down and filling the air with gasps and
cries. Astoria stiffened her spine and smiled blissfully as the power rolled over her, but
Severus swayed before he managed to recover his composure. Voldemort basked in the
power erupting from his husband. So much power thrumming in the air, unfettered, untamed,
wild and glorious.

Harry’s feelings were ice-cold rage. Not the hot, boiling fury from the evening before. Cold,
cold rage. Cold enough that the sparks of magic around Harry were ice blue. Cold enough
that ice crystals gathered in the air and spun in the light before evaporating. Cold enough that
the temperature in the room dropped significantly.

“He truly is magnificent,” Astoria whispered, and Voldemort didn’t think she meant to be
heard by anyone. Nevertheless, he agreed with her sentiment. Even if Harry right now was



frightening a room full of people; there was no use to try and deny the fact that he was
magnificent when he stalked through the room right up to Rabastan Lestrange.

Two swipes of his wand and small, black snakes manifested around Rabastan’s throat and
wrists.

“This man is your hostage till I say otherwise,” he told the three snakes and pointed at
Astoria with a hand. “That witch is your sister under the skin. Your hostage is being cruel
towards her because she is your sister, he uses cruel words to hurt and harm her. She is
strong, but now it is your task to protect her. If he is anything but meek towards her, suffocate
him till he changes is attitude. If he tries to hurt her with his magic or his fists, bite him and
bite to kill.”

“Yes, Speaker,” all three snakes hissed.

“If you show anything but the humblest attitude towards Mrs Astoria Malfoy again, the
snakes will end your life, Rabastan.” The words were hissed in English. “Mess with snakes
and get bitten!” It was a snarl now.

Harry turned and looked straight at Voldemort. *I haven’t hurt anyone. Yet. One might even
argue that even if the snakes end his life, it will not be my doing. You heard my orders to
them, and that I gave him a warning.*

*That is entirely true. I called for Rabastan to find a solution to the problem he has presented
us with, that is why he is here at this time. Now I will not have to find a solution, as you
already have done so.*

Harry gave him a sharp nod, turned on his heel and stalked out of the room. His mind was
still filled with the cold fury, but also a good portion of self-satisfaction. Now the door to the
mind bridge was slowly closing, again giving Voldemort time to retreat himself. The doors
closed completely, and Voldemort could only give a slight inward smile as he still felt Harry’s
power spilling all around him; bright and glorious against his senses.

Voldemort had never felt anything like it. The fact that this was the magic of the man he had
married had him in awe. That Harry was his Horcrux and had enough magical strength and
ability and cunning to survive this war, had been enough to make the decision to marry him
easy. Voldemort had not known of all the mysteries surrounding the man. He had not known
just how much knowledge of magic he held, how much understanding, and how very much
magical power.

While he regretted Harry’s pain, he could not, would never, feel remorse for marrying him.
Harry truly was his equal and feeling his power wash over him made him happy it was so. He
could have gone his entire existence, not feeling this, not being able to revel in this, if Harry
had died as a child, or in the war.

Voldemort had married his equal. He had never wanted an equal as much as he did right this
moment. And he had him.



He watched while people slowly got to their feet and shook themselves after standing so
close to that kind of power storm. It had been controlled and not truly harmful, nothing like
the times Harry’s magic had run wild. In this case it was Harry, and not his magic, that had
run wild. It could in theory be equally dangerous, or even more so, but at the same time it
was a lot safer and more controlled.

Rabastan was standing frozen in shock and fear. Probably realising that Voldemort wouldn’t
help him out of the situation he brought onto himself.

Voldemort pondered vaguely if he could get a whiplash, trying to follow Harry’s rapidly
changing moods. 
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Astoria wasn’t skipping down the wide corridor, she truly wasn’t, but it was a near thing. She
could feel her smile stretch her face. Her plan had finally succeeded. Harry had been more
stubborn than she had thought he would be, especially after Astoria had gotten Susan Bones
in on the plan, but now he had succumbed to her wiles. Finally, after two weeks. Astoria
grinned and knocked on the Dark Lord’s study door.

“Enter,” she heard from inside, and opened the door. It was just her Lord and Nagini in the
room, and she closed the door behind her, went halfway through the room and bowed.

“Astoria?”

She straightened up and went to stand in front of his desk. It was filled with parchment and
books, and he had his more serpentine looks, which told her exactly how irritated he was
right now. She hoped her news would please him.

“My Lord, Harry asked to accompany me to Diagon Alley on Friday, to help with the
rebuilding, and visit the new café with Head Bones.”

“Ah, yes, your little plot. He really decided to go by himself?” Long, pale fingers tapped
thoughtfully on his desk, the sharp nails glinting, and he waved the other hand at a chair in
front of his desk.

Astoria sat down in the offered chair. “As far as I know, yes, my Lord. Not counting Head
Bones asking him to meet with her a couple of times, and me mentioning my plans for some
public relation work on Friday. I didn’t even ask him if he wanted to join me, for fear he
should feel compelled. But he asked me just now, and he admitted to learning quite a few
spells to help with house building and repairs this past week. It was his choice, and his choice
only.”

“Then he will, of course, join you. Well done, Astoria.” He smiled at her with thin lips and
Astoria felt his magic stroke against her senses. She smiled back. Her Lord approved. “What
guards will you bring? You are needed for the public relation work yourself and cannot be
Harry’s guard, even if you should work on the same house. And I would prefer that you
yourself have at least one person to guard your back.”

“Draco and Bandini can go with Harry, but neither Lucius nor Rabastan are good choices, I
would suggest Severus, but … I have a feeling that might be less than optimal, too …”

“You would be right, but I do not see any other possibilities.”

“There will be some Auror’s there, of course, for crowd control, and Head Bones herself will
arrive around lunch and stay as long as we do.”



“I believe Head Bones can be safely trusted to protect Harry if necessary. Ask Narcissa to
stay with Harry until Head Bones arrives. And have Severus guard your own back.”

“Very well, my Lord. I will get right on with that,” she said with yet another smile. She
hesitated. “May I be of help with anything?” She let her eyes glide across the mountain of
parchment.

He gave a twist of his lips. “No, that is not necessary. My frustration stems from a personal
research project, not from work.”

“The offer still stands, my Lord.”

He picked up an open scroll of parchment, glared at it and let it fall from his fingers.

“I cannot find any sources that describe anything that fits with what I have experienced with
Harry, when he twice clawed my back open and once almost ripped my throat out with teeth
and claws he patently does not have.” Frustration leaked through in his voice and the last few
words he hissed out. “And neither has Harry given any indication that he knows what is
going on, which should be impossible too. He cannot be that oblivious.”

“In his younger years, I absolutely believe he could be, my Lord,” Astoria said with a small
smile, Harry himself had told her some stories, after all, “but not anymore, no. Is it possible
he has been hit with a curse that only activates under certain conditions …?”

“I have already looked into that,” the Dark Lord made a gesture towards several thick tomes
on the desk, “I cannot find a curse that seems even remotely likely, given the result.”

“Then, my Lord, Harry might know more than he lets on and doesn’t want to admit to it
because he is afraid of the consequences, or, he might possibly know something, but not
enough to want to mention it, because he doesn’t know enough to answer any and all
questions. It seemed like that was at least part of the problem, regarding his questions around
his magical core and the power he suddenly and inexplicably got at eighteen.”

The Dark Lord closed his eyes for a moment, before looking at her again. “You are right,
Astoria. I had planned to ask Harry about this soon, as I have found no answers myself, but if
me asking makes Harry feel trapped into speaking of something that he does not want to …
That will be less than helpful.”

“But if he harms you, more or less unwittingly, my Lord …”

“I am quite certain that it is unwittingly. At the times it happened he was … not in his right
mind, which makes it even harder to know if he understands what is happening and what he
is doing. If it continues, I will have to ask him and find out if there is anything I can do to
stop him from harming me, as I do not enjoy it, but … I will give it some more time.”

Astoria nodded. It seemed the best solution, for now. She got up, bowed, and left. She had
plans to make.

 



 

XXXXXX

 

 

Three days of preparation went past in a blur and suddenly she sat in the breakfast room with
the Dark Lord and Draco and debated silently with herself about whether Harry would be
sane when he arrived this early in the morning, or if he would throw around Fiendfyre again.
That had only happened once, but such an experience does tend to make a lasting impression.

Harry seemed both awake and alert when he arrived a few minutes later, dressed in black
Muggle jeans and the green T-shirt with the moving snake, and with his hair still damp from
the shower. He used robes often now, but not all the time, and no one had to tell Astoria to
not comment if he used Muggle clothes. Draco had mentioned it to her, wondering why he
chose to wear robes some days and Muggle clothes other days. Astoria guessed Harry felt
more at ease in the clothes he was more used to, but she didn’t know.

Today he could possibly have chosen the clothes for ease of use while working. Personally,
she would have preferred him in robes today, to send the message that he was assimilating
into his new life and the new society he would, in time, help build. But that was neither here
nor there. It was not up to her to tell Harry how to dress, after all. She could give suggestions,
and had done so, but that was all.

And the T-shirt was really funny, she couldn’t fault him for wanting to show it off.

Harry nodded at the Dark Lord while he settled himself in the chair next to him. He took the
coffee cup the Dark Lord gave him without even looking at him or the cup. It was a small cup
with thick, black as pitch coffee, that Dobby had prepared in a very small coffee pot. Astoria
thought she heard the word espresso as a description of the brew. Harry swallowed the small
cup down before refilling it himself from the little coffee pot. After the two cups of coffee
and two nutrient potions, he started on the breakfast.

No one said a word, but the atmosphere wasn’t necessarily strained, just … cautious.

At the end of the meal Harry got up with a growl. “You are being absolutely nonsensical! You
think I survived years of war just to get killed while building houses! Give me a bloody
break!” He stalked out of the room. “Oh, sod off!” He raised his hand in a rude gesture over
his back.

Draco had started visibly beside her when Harry had gotten up so suddenly, but she was
better able to hide her surprise. Her curiosity, too. One-sided conversations like that had
happened a time or two before today, and it was wildly intriguing. Not only the fact that
Harry, for it had been Harry every time thus far, could make it sound like he and the Dark
Lord had had a longer conversation before the point where Harry suddenly began speaking.
But also, the way Harry spoke to the Dark Lord. With no circumspection, no fear, and no



respect either. And the Dark Lord had made no indication that he found it irritating or
frustrating that Harry suddenly began to talk out loud, and berate him.

She had also noticed another change in the newly married couple. She wanted to say that it
was a new familiarity between them, an ease in how they acted towards each other, especially
how Harry acted. She was almost certain that Harry was more relaxed around the Dark Lord
now, friendlier - when he didn’t criticise him -, and somewhat less nervous. That might be
just wishful thinking, but she didn’t think so. It was obvious something had happened
between them; she simply couldn’t pinpoint what or how. 

And wasn’t it curious that the Dark Lord didn’t bat an eye when Harry told him off. If
anything, he seemed rather smug about it.

Had it been anyone but Harry, Astoria would have cursed them for speaking to her Lord like
that, but it was Harry, the Dark Lord’s own husband. How could she say anything when the
Dark Lord very obviously didn’t mind? How could she say anything when even she saw
Harry’s new attitude towards her Lord, and her Lord’s obvious acceptance of it, as something
encouraging?  

“Well, that went better than last time, at least,” the Dark Lord noted dryly and refilled his
teacup. He had the appearance with a normal, and beautiful, face and shoulder long, black
hair.

As far as Astoria knew, he seldom, if ever, let Harry see his more serpentine appearance, but
could vary between the appearance with and without hair. She appreciated all three of his
different looks. They were all special and appealing in their own way, but she could easily see
why Harry would not like the more serpentine one and she respected the Dark Lord’s
decision to not make Harry uneasy with his appearance, and thus use glamour spells to hide
the more snakelike one.

Yes, the Dark Lord was quite undeniably smug, she decided while watching as he sipped his
tea. Maybe because Harry now had both the inclination and the wherewithal to not only talk
casually to him, but actually tell the Dark Lord off? Astoria had speculated about what kind
of relationship the Dark Lord wanted with Harry. Now she was again more inclined to think
he wanted a fairly equal one, despite whatever magical bond that made Harry need the Dark
Lord to survive.

“I might join you in Diagon Alley later today,” the Dark Lord said and got up.

Astoria hastened to rise with Draco just behind her.

About three weeks ago, when Astoria began her plans to get Harry to Diagon Alley, she had
been hesitant about the Dark Lord joining them. After all, the plan was supposed to give
Harry some space and something else to think about. If Harry walked on eggshells around the
Dark Lord, he would get neither with the Dark Lord in attendance, and he would probably
not want to articulate his difficulty either.

Now, things had changed considerably between them. Now she was quite certain Harry
would make everyone, including the Dark Lord, aware of it if he didn’t appreciate the Dark



Lord’s presence. And he would do that without hesitation. A few weeks could apparently do
much, and Astoria had no idea whatsoever about the source of the change. She could only
hope that it was permanent and that it was something that had happened naturally for Harry,
and not some kind of invasive magic that the Dark Lord had used to make Harry feel and act
that way.

Harry deserved the respite, and to feel that he was safe and that he belonged in his own
marriage and home.

Half an hour later they left the Manor. It was the second time since the marriage that Harry
had done so, but if he was nervous, he didn’t show it. When they arrived in Diagon Alley, he
just walked beside her up to the architects and builders, some human and some goblin, and
listened while they talked and distributed the work and told everyone what they could do.
When one goblin asked what the newly arrived wand-users knew of building magic, Harry
drew a long scroll from his open outer robe, and gave it to the goblin.

“Those are the spells and enchantments I know that could help with building houses,” he
said, “I am, of course, willing to learn more. I am also more than proficient at transfiguration
and stasis charms, where it might be practical to use them.”

The goblin took the scroll with a suspicious look and began to read. Then he went over to
another goblin, handed over the scroll and pointed at Harry. The scroll made its rounds to
three other people before a wizard brought it back to Harry.

“Mr. Potter, I’m Maxwell Cornus. I’m both an architect and a builder. Would you say that
you can cast all these spells satisfactorily?” He held up the scroll.

“I would say that, yes,” Harry answered.

“In that case, would you work with me down this way? Together we might get one of the
apartment buildings up before the day is out.”

“That is a high order,” Draco commented drily. “How do you know that Mr. Potter has the
magical power to do so, even if he knows the right spells?”

“Pardon me, Mr. Malfoy,” the man gave a small bow, “but I have done some fighting by Mr.
Potter’s side. I was there one of the times he let down his shields and really let loose. I know
what he has to work with.”

Harry didn’t look at anyone, but stared right ahead, stone-faced. Astoria could commiserate.
Any situation where Harry had felt the need to lower his shields and not hold back at all,
would have had to be truly perilous and traumatising. After all, he always had the use of all
his magic, shielded or not, but with the shields down it would be a bit easier to use. And if
that little bit mattered in a fight … Astoria didn’t want to think about it. Today was about
rebuilding; buildings, society, and connections. All needed for them to be able to move
forward.

And they would, they would move forward. Even Harry.



Draco nodded to Mr. Cornus. There was nothing he could say to that.

Harry gave Astoria a short, strained smile and followed Mr. Cornus down the Alley, together
with Draco, Bandini and Narcissa, while Astoria remained to do her public relations job, talk
to the press, and then finally do some actual work.

She had learned some necessary spells in the past weeks too, just not as many as Harry, and
she worked with a team to restore the Gringotts building. Most of the cave system underneath
was still intact, but the wagon tracks had to be rebuilt. Not that any human was allowed to do
that. It was a wonder that any wand-user were allowed to do any of the work at all. They
hadn’t been allowed up until a week ago when the Dark Lord had some rather harsh words
with the goblin leaders. He wanted Diagon Alley restored and did not appreciate that the
goblins refused the help they needed to reopen Gringotts. He felt that they were stalling
without reason.   

They weren’t stalling anymore.

By lunchtime Astoria was getting close to magical exhaustion and she had to quit the active
magical work, much to her dismay. Sure, she could see the differences they had wrought on
the Gringotts building in just a few hours, but still, there was so much to do. She spent
another hour mingling and talking with people. Encouraging the ones that worked, talking
over plans with the architects, getting drinks for the workers, and of course, through it all,
more press and photographs and bright smiles with hopeful phrases.

If she wanted to hex them all, she made sure that no one could guess as much. She was a
pure-blood, after all, masks and manners were everything.

It wasn’t that she wasn’t hopeful, wasn’t happy over finally being able to build instead of
demolish, nurture instead of kill. She was ecstatic over the change in her duties, she truly
was, but she still wasn’t used to the mass of people or to being on display all the time for
hours on end. And her near empty magical core made her edgy and snappish, so she had to
keep a close watch on her tongue, too.

Finally, she let herself disengage, and went looking for Harry and his group. Narcissa had
never come to tell her that she was relieved by Head Bones and would head home, even if
Head Bones had stopped by when she arrived at the Alley, before she went to find Harry.

Astoria found Harry and his group in an apartment building four floors high, with space for
shops on the first floor. Slowly she went through the great wrought iron gates and into the
open, rectangle shaped courtyard with its floor tiles of white marble, great marble columns,
and details, like lamps, benches, and tables, made of wrought iron. If she looked up, she
could see the sky above, there was nothing blocking her view. The ward net she could see if
she squinted didn’t count.

She climbed the outside stairs in wonder, Severus at her side. She was absolutely certain
there had been nothing but rubble and ruins here, last time she had passed the place, earlier
the same day. Now, the building was whole and better than it had been, by far. It was bigger
and had an open courtyard in the middle with an open hallway around the courtyard in the
three floors above. This way, the apartments had windows with natural light from both sides.



The building was done in white marble and with black wrought iron for details like the
railing in the stairs and along the open hallways, but also in the lamps that hung in the stairs
and outside each apartment. It was classical and beautiful. She couldn’t help but admire it.

She reached her goal on the third floor where she heard people talking and laughing and
followed the voices. Bandini stood guard outside an apartment and saw them the moment
they stepped onto the open hallway on the floor. He gave her a shallow bow. She smiled as
she passed him and entered the apartment. She was pleased to notice the two Auror’s in the
hall, as much on guard as Bandini.

“I thought we agreed that the three and four room apartments should be set aside for families
with children?” she heard Harry say. “Why, then, can I not make something more out of the
colours in the bedrooms? White is boring.”

“It’s easier to paint over white, in case they don’t like the colour you choose, Mr. Potter.”
That was Narcissa with her ‘I’m almost at my wits end’ voice. It told Astoria why Narcissa
hadn’t left, the poor woman was trying to stop Harry from making a mess of the interior
design.

“But that’s the fun part! And it’s not like they have to paint the walls, that’s what magic is
for!” Harry grew silent and even if Astoria couldn’t yet see him, she felt his magic at work.

“Not everyone is as adept or has enough power to use on things like changing the walls, Mr.
Potter, that is why paint exists,” Narcissa said with a barely concealed sigh. “But the bay
windows with the window seats are a great touch, I’m certain they will be appreciated, as will
the cubbyholes underneath the seats.”

“I would have loved both as a kid,” Harry admitted, a bit wistfully, Astoria thought. “Hell, I
would love to have it now.”

Astoria walked into the bedroom in question, with dark hardwood floor, white walls, and a
bay window that Harry right at that moment filled with pillows in green and blue. Draco
stood by the door inside the room while Narcissa and Head Bones were closer to Harry.
Astoria could hear someone walking around overhead, on the top floor, and assumed that
would be Mr. Cornus.

“Alright, then.” Harry turned around, saw Astoria, smiled, took a step and almost tripped
over a big, black cat that literally twisted itself around his legs. Harry caught himself,
scooped up the cat and held it out in front of him, looking into the furry face. “That’s
underhanded tactics, that is. I thought better of you, I really did. Don’t know why, though.”
He tucked the cat into the crock of his arm and scratched its neck.

Head Bones laughed and beside her Draco rolled his eyes.

“The cat has been following Harry around the whole day, like a Niffler after gold. Every
chance it gets, it tries to trip him, probably to get his attention, which he, naturally gives it,
and happily at that. It’s ridiculous.”



“Now, who are you calling ridiculous?” Harry asked and stepped up to them, the cat now
balanced on his shoulder, purring happily into his ear.

Astoria gave a very unladylike snort when Harry winced because the cat began to wash his
cheek with a rough tongue. It was a big cat, completely black and with fluffy, well-tended fur.
Its ears had tufts of hair at the tips and its tail was extremely fluffy towards the point too.

“It’s most likely a Kneazle,” Head Bones stated, “or at least part Kneazle, nothing else makes
sense.”

The cat meowed forcefully.

“Then we all agree,” Harry said. “I have some kitchen cabinets left in this apartment, and
then it’s only the fourth floor left.”

“Harry, are you telling me that you have made the entire building, with fully functioning
apartments that are ready to be moved into, in just half a day?” Astoria asked, dumbfounded.

Narcissa and Head Bones were both nodding empathically behind Harry.

“Mr. Cornus did quite a bit with the structure itself, and he did all the pipes, the stairs, and all
the load bearing walls, of course …” Harry began.

Narcissa narrowed her eyes at the back of his head.

“… and others have done some details here and there, but I guess I have done a lot, yes.”

“And when, pray tell, did you take a break and eat?” Astoria asked, icily, she had a very bad
feeling about this. She didn’t mind in the least that Harry built an entire apartment building, if
that was what he wanted to do, but she did mind the speed he had used to do so. She had
really thought she could trust Harry to take care of himself.

“I did eat, and take the potions,” Harry said and walked past her without looking at her. “The
bloody cat conspired with Narcissa and Draco, I didn’t have a choice,” he muttered.

“And that’s well and good,” she began, and then decided against needling him about his past
decisions, however faulty they may be, and to pick her battles wisely.

The two of them were friendly, and maybe they would be friends too, before the year came to
an end, she certainly hoped so, but they weren’t there yet. Harry was a grown man with some
serious issues, and would only tolerate so much from anyone, even her. If Miss Granger had
been here, she assumed the witch could nag Harry about his well-being and health to her
heart’s content and then some. Astoria would have to be satisfied with the fact that he
listened and respected her explanations when it really mattered.

“But now it’s time for a longer break where you sit down,” she went on. “Let’s use the
courtyard and then some of us can go for a coffee-run to the new café Head Bones invited
you to try with her. Or, we can all go there, of course.”



“No, thank you, I noticed the queue there when we went past earlier, it’s bound to be
packed.” Harry began to turn into the kitchen, obviously set in his course.

None of that! Astoria thought fiercely. She might not be allowed to openly scold him about
his well-being, but she would be damned if she couldn’t get him to take a break anyway.

She wasn’t a Slytherin and the Dark Lord’s second in command for nothing.

“Well, then.” Astoria stretched up and took the cat from his shoulder. “I and this lovely
creature are going to enjoy some peace, quiet and good coffee in the beautiful courtyard you
have made, and you may join us.”

The cat looked affronted up at her with big, completely black eyes, which she couldn’t
remember ever having seen in a cat before. It was actually a bit creepy, but if the cat had
followed Harry the whole day, it was most likely safe. Of course, what was safe for Harry
wasn’t necessarily safe for everyone else, or anyone else, for that matter, but she refused to
linger on that notion.

“Complain loudly, so he will follow us,” she whispered conspiratorially to the cat, but loud
enough for Harry to hear.

The cat blinked once at her and then meowed as if the world was ending. Astoria grinned.
Definitely a Kneazle.

“Hey now, that’s my cat!” Harry was after her and she walked faster, giggling at his outraged
tone. She went out of the apartment, along the hallway and down the stairs and she heard
Head Bones laugh and Draco chuckle that deep chuckle that made her stomach squirm in
happiness.

“Are you really his cat, beautiful?” Astoria asked the cat that still was meowing alarmingly.
The cat was very well taken care of, healthy, muscled, well-fed and with glossy, black fur. It
had to be someone’s cat, someone who loved it dearly. If that hadn’t been so obvious, Astoria
would have suggested reallocating it to the Manor. It was very apparent that Harry liked the
great fluffball and anything that could get him in a good mood, was worth doing more of.
Even if that included a stray Kneazle chasing after Draco’s beloved peacocks over the
immaculate lawns around the Manor.

The mental image made her snicker.

The cat stopped its noise, looked at her for a moment with those eerie black eyes, and then set
to making noise again. She didn’t know what kind of answer that was, if any.

“Alright, she isn’t mine, I just borrowed her for today,” Harry said right behind her.

The cat hissed at him.

“Alright, alright! She simply favours me with her precious company for the day,” he said, and
Astoria couldn’t help but laugh at the put-upon expression he had when she let him take the



cat from her. Being in the company of the smart cat and a happy Harry Potter was both
entertaining and happiness inducing.

They stood in the courtyard now, where she had wanted them.

Harry scratched the cat underneath her chin. “Underhanded Slytherin tactics,” he grumbled
and threw a dark look Astoria’s way, lips twitching with his fight to keep a stern expression.
“You both use them to great effect. Surely you are both equally Slytherin at heart.”

“What can you expect, Potter, it’s a cat. They are all Slytherin, and better for it, I’m sure.”
Astoria tossed her head and sat primly down on a wrought iron bench.

Harry snorted and let the cat jump up on his shoulder, before making a gesture at Astoria to
get her to stand again. Then he conjured thick, deep golden pillows for all the benches and
moved all the benches and tables to the same spot so they all could sit together. Astoria
noticed that he used neither wand nor words.

“I volunteer for the coffee-run,” Head Bones said. “Anyone willing to sacrifice themselves
and brave the masses with me?”

Apparently, it wasn’t only Harry that was in a good mood. Or maybe Head Bones always
spoke like that when she wasn’t in a work setting. Astoria hadn’t been around her enough to
say for sure.

“I’m not exactly known for self-sacrifice, nor bravery,” Draco drawled, “but I do know what
will happen if my darling wife doesn’t get her coffee to her exacting standards, so I will come
with you.”

Astoria smiled and hoped no one saw the blush that inched up her cheeks. She adored it so
when Draco went out of his way to make her happy.

“Bravery comes in many shapes, Mr. Malfoy,” Head Bones smiled, “I appreciate you
volunteering. This way, I won’t have to voluentell any of my underlings.” She sent a sharp
grin at the two Auror’s.

The two got the orders from everyone and left.

“Oh, we forgot Mr. Cornus,” Astoria suddenly realised. It was only polite to include him,
after all.

Harry put two fingers to his lips and a sharp whistle filled the courtyard, it went slowly up
and then down, then sharply up again before it ended. Not long after Mr. Cornus came out of
the apartment on the fourth floor and found his way down to them.

“They went to get the coffee already? I will have to see if I can catch up with them,” he said
and went past the seated group and out the great gates, with just a small nod to Harry.

Astoria noticed the fact that Mr. Cornus knew without asking that there was a break, that it
was a coffee break and that someone had already gone after the coffee. In addition, there was
that small nod of deference to Harry.



The-Boy-Who-Lived and The-Man-Who-Kept-Alive had told her that he never had been
considered a leader, but now Astoria wondered at the truth of that. She could believe that the
leaders of the Light never had considered Harry Potter as a leader, even if it was hard to
phantom their stupidity when making that choice, but what about everyone else? People like
Mr. Cornus and Head Bones? People that for all intents and purposes had fought side by side
with Harry, but had not been directly led by him. People that had survived the battlefield
because of him. People that had seen their Saviour do near impossible magical feats and get
out of hopeless situations alive and ready to keep on fighting for what he believed in, again
and again.

Was that not its own kind of leadership? Leading by example.

She thought so, at least, but she wasn’t certain whether or not Harry himself thought so. She
wasn’t certain if he really knew how much power he wielded, just by being himself and doing
what he deemed right.

Mr. Cornus came back with a big tray of baked goods that he put down on one of the tables
between them.

“It was a different queue, and it went a lot faster,” he explained. “The others will have to wait
longer for the drinks.”

Harry stopped petting the cat, cleaned his hands with magic and grabbed a sandwich and a
napkin.

“You did eat lunch, right?” Astoria asked suspiciously at his choice amongst cakes, buns,
biscuits, pies, and chocolate.

“I did,” he confirmed again. “I just worked and ate at the same time.”

Astoria sighed, hesitated, and said with a neutral voice so as to not seem provoking, just
concerned. Which she truly was.

“Please don’t do that. You need to take proper care of yourself. No one will suffer if this
building is completed in a week instead of a day, Harry.” She decided against saying anything
more, took a glazed bun and bit into it. The taste of cardamom and vanilla filled her mouth,
and all thoughts of worry about Harry got kicked out of her head. “This is delicious!
Narcissa, you simply have to try it!”

Harry chuckled and Narcissa smiled at her, holding a small chocolate confection in a napkin.

“I could say the same about my own choice, dear, I believe this café is going to do very well
for itself.”

There were several agreeing murmurs around the table. Even Severus deigned to comment
one simple ‘indeed’ in agreement.

“I … concur … with your words, Astoria,” Harry said with reluctance, and Astoria had to
remind herself what they had been talking about. “No one will suffer if it takes a bit longer



before this building is finished. The people who are going to live here live either in shared
apartments, single rooms or in tents right now, but it’s summer and the weather is nice
enough, and the tents are good and enchanted. I don’t have to worry.”

“And still …?” Astoria prodded cautiously, because there was obviously something.

Harry waved a hand, a silencing bubble closed around them, and he turned completely
towards her on the bench they shared, green eyes serious and weary.

“It’s fun,” he said after a long silence. “It’s fun, being able to build, to help, to raise and not
… not raze, for a change. It’s fun to do something like this with my magic, to know that I,
personally, right at that moment, do something good, something other people will value. It’s
… it’s good to see that my magic can be used … That it can be used for something that is
unequivocally good.” He looked down at the cat that had placed herself between them on the
bench, and stroked her head in silence.

Astoria eyed him for a moment. There was something he didn’t say, and she couldn’t guess
what that was. And neither did she think it wise to pry anymore. Not right now.

“We are very different in a lot of ways, Harry,” Astoria said in a low voice, “but I think … I
believe it’s safe to say that in this we agree absolutely. I had the very same thoughts when I
worked on the Gringotts building. It’s good to know that my magic, that I, can do more than
just destroy and kill.”

Harry nodded without looking up. “That’s it, exactly.”

Astoria looked at him and decided that it really wasn’t the right moment to ask why that
feeling translated into him pushing himself more than he should. That would have to wait.

“It seems like the drinks are here,” she said instead when Draco and Head Bones arrived with
a lot of cups floating in the air in front of them.

Harry removed the silencing bubble, and everyone got their brew of choice. Draco sat down
next to her on the bench and Head Bones sat closest to Harry, the next bench over. They all
drank, ate, and talked about the day, what they had done, the plans for the building and the
rest of the London’s Magical District, or the District as someone now had begun to call it, to
encompass all the different magical Alleys that belonged in the district. Several of the Alleys
would just be cleaned up, and not rebuilt, not yet. There simply weren’t enough people to
justify all the work. And there was no reason to build buildings that would remain empty for
years, decades even. Mr. Cornus mentioned that some people wanted parks or fields in place
of buildings in those areas.

Astoria wholeheartedly agreed. That would be an excellent use of the space. She would
mention it to the Dark Lord as soon as possible.
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Draco let Harry eat and relax for half an hour more before he mentioned that Rita Skeeter had
accosted Head Bones and him, guessing that they were with Harry because someone had seen
Harry in Diagon Alley earlier and notified her. Draco had agreed to ask Harry if he would
consent to a short interview, if Skeeter didn’t try to force the issue.

Harry didn’t look convinced in the least. Astoria remembered how the press, and Skeeter in
particular, had acted towards him in his childhood and youth, and how its readers even now
condemned him, even if the press wasn’t allowed to write anything inflammatory, and she
couldn’t help but understand. Unfortunately, she also knew how much just some words from
Harry, no matter what kind of words, or at least almost no matter what kind of words, would
help their cause of peace and reconciliation. Of rebuilding.

“Are you going to leave me alone with her?” Harry asked Draco after a while.

“If that is what you wish, then yes. If that is not what you wish; no,” Draco said, and Harry
nodded.

“Good. Then that is not what I wish for. I do actually like her articles lately, but I doubt I will
like to be the … object of those articles.”

“Then simply say no,” Astoria interjected. He had been so happy and energetic, she had
seldom if ever seen that side of him, and he deserved to have a good day. If they had to let a
chance like this go past them to ensure it, so be it.

Harry only looked at her, before letting his gaze fall on Draco.

“She can bribe me with another one of these,” he held up his coffee cup, “and she has until
my cup is empty. Does that seem fair?”

“Absolutely.” Draco got up, left the courtyard and came back shortly after.

Ten minutes later Rita Skeeter came through the gates and stared in understandable wonder at
the courtyard and the open hallways, at the façade, columns and floors made of white marble.
She froze before the group sitting there and just stared.

“I’m moving in here?” she whispered in the end, in obvious awe. She blinked rapidly.
“Merlin and Morgana, I’m moving in here!”

No one said anything, but Astoria caught the badly hidden, self-satisfied grin in Draco’s face.
He had known.

“Here, you may have my seat, Miss Skeeter,” Head Bones said and moved away.



Skeeter slowly found her way to Harry and the empty space. She shook herself and handed
Harry the coffee cup. Astoria saw him cast at least two spells before he took the cup from the
witch. Manners didn’t mean anything if you were dead. No one as much as blinked at his
actions, not even Skeeter.

“My apologies, Mr. Potter, I got a bit … blown away by the work that has been done here in
such a short time.”

“That’s quite alright. And thanks,” he toasted her with the cup and took a sip. “You are one of
those that have been given an apartment here?”

“Yes, my daughter and I have been promised a three-room apartment before October. Earlier
today I got an owl that told me that the work had begun and where the building would be.
Before that, I only knew that it would be in Diagon Alley. I didn’t actually realise that it was
this building until the moment I came here.” She still seemed kind of dazed to Astoria.

“Then, I would like one more thing in exchange for this interview, but only if you are
amenable, of course, as it’s a bit personal,” Harry said, with some enthusiasm.

Head Bones rolled her eyes good-naturedly. Apparently, she had already guessed. Narcissa
had too, judging by the sudden and uncharacteristic slump of her shoulders.

“What would that be, Mr. Potter?” Skeeter seemed a bit more on guard now.

Soon Astoria felt a bit dazed, too. What Harry wanted was a chance to finish an apartment
completely. Including the colours on the walls, the cabinets in the kitchen and bathroom and
the like, and preferably the chance to transfigure the furniture to match the style they wanted.
In other words; Harry Potter wanted to try himself as an interior decorator.

“While I give permission to mention this in your paper, if that is what you want, you may not
quote anything that is said during that time …”

“You may not mention anything that isn’t said during the actual interview, that hasn’t begun
yet,” Draco said. “If there is anything you would like to quote outside the interview you have
to ask specifically about the quote in question.”

“Yeah, what he said. Thanks.” Harry shot Draco a smile.

“Done, Mr. Potter,” Skeeter said without hesitating. “I’m not a homemaker by any stretch of
the word. If my daughter gets to choose the colours in her own room, I will be more than
happy not to have to do anything myself, no matter how you want to make the place look, as
long as it’s habitable.”

“Of course she gets to choose her own colours. She can choose the colours of the entire
apartment; I just want to see one of them finished. May I ask what her name is?”

“In that case, I give a resounding yes to your offer, Mr. Potter, with my gratitude. And her
name is Ava Anastasia Skeeter.”



“Ava from the name Eve, which in short means ‘to breathe’, and Anastasia that in short
means ‘resurrection’.” Harry looked at Skeeter for a long moment.

She stared back at him with a raised chin, defiance shone in her pale, green eyes. Then Harry
nodded, as if to himself.

“War is Hell,” he whispered and something in Skeeter relaxed as she gave a sharp nod.
“Should we begin the interview?”

“Yes, please, Mr. Potter.” Skeeter drew a quill and a notebook from her small purse. The cat
on Harry’s shoulder followed the movements of the green feathered quill with a swaying tail.
“If I may ask, Mr. Potter, what are you doing here today, and why?”

“Today I’m helping with rebuilding Diagon Alley, as a part of a bigger team. My efforts have
been purely on this building, and I believe we might get it done today. We need good and safe
housing for everyone, and London’s Magical District is one of the safe places where magicals
may live now.”

“I, personally, thank you for your effort, Mr. Potter. You mentioned that this is one of the
places where magicals may live now. What would you say to those that miss the opportunity
to live in other places, like the mixed villages that are … more or less gone now, or
apartments and houses in the Muggle world? The new restrictions weigh heavily on many
people.”

Harry hesitated and looked at Draco with a raised brow, then he looked at her. None of them
said anything, or as much as twitched. If they did, it would defeat the purpose of Harry
saying the words. Harry knew as well as they did why this was necessary, after the past
weeks where he followed meetings, read upcoming laws and regulations, read papers and
discussed politics with Draco, herself and the Dark Lord. He knew that they didn’t refuse
people to live where they wanted out of spite. In truth, they didn’t even do it because they
disliked Muggles, because in all honesty, Astoria didn’t dislike the non-magical population.
She had been the main force behind the Dark Lord’s ban on Muggle-hunting. No, keeping
magicals and non-magicals separate was a matter of survival, now more than ever.

Their survival.

“Strictly speaking,” Harry began, “anyone can live anywhere they want, if they use the wards
necessary to keep themselves safe and the Muggles away. There will still be possible to live
in out of the way places, if those wards are present. But the presence of the wards is
absolutely non-negotiable, for a very good reason. Tell me, Miss Skeeter, what do you know
of Muggle technology and warfare?”

“I … think you may assume I know nothing,” Skeeter said.

Harry looked at Draco. “My answer will most likely terrify the general public with its …
pessimism. Could you please stop me before I start another war or riots in the streets or
something like that?”



“I might not know too much about Muggles, but I believe I now know the answer you will
give,” Draco said slowly. “I might choose to word it differently than you, but it would still be
the same reasoning, Harry. But yes, if I think you come too close to unnecessary
fearmongering, I will say so.”

Harry nodded slowly and turned towards Skeeter again. Astoria felt a weight in her chest.
Harry didn’t look happy anymore. And no wonder, this subject was one of the heaviest there
was. And one she knew Harry had viewed very differently at the beginning of the war,
though, his change of heart had happened long before the war ended.

“Then let me inform you and your readers about both, although not in any extensive way. We
don’t have time for that,” Harry began in a tone Astoria would classify as lecturing. “First
off, Muggles are human. And humans, as a whole, never look favourably on anything they
don’t understand. Muggles will never understand magic. Some might be alright with it; some
might be fascinated and more than ready to live side by side with magical people. Some, but
not all; not even a particularly high percentage. So, what we have is a world where most of
the population won’t look favourably on magicals.

“And never forget, the non-magical population is immense; there is no way, now or ever, to
eliminate them. It cannot be done. It is not a viable alternative, and I do not say that as one
who fought for the Light the entire war. I say that as one of the few who has enough
knowledge of non-magicals and their society to know it as a fact.

“We live in a world where most non-magicals will think that it’s safest for them if magicals
no longer exists, or at the very least is heavily controlled. Muggles have a history of war with
people they don’t trust, don’t like and don’t understand. That’s history; that’s fact. Their
society may have evolved, but I will never be willing to trust that it has evolved past the fear
of ‘the others; those not like us’.

“Then there is their technology that will expose us if we aren’t very, very careful. The
technology that probably will expose us in the end, no matter how careful we are.

“In the past few years, their surveillance technology has become … scarily good, to be
honest. There are cameras everywhere. Not the kind of camera that takes pictures one at a
time, but a kind that can take hours and hours of moving pictures, of what you are doing, who
you are meeting, where you are going and if you wave a wand around or not. Out in the non-
magical world you may assume that someone always sees what you are doing. Always.
That’s just the stationary cameras out in the streets and in public buildings. Nowadays most
Muggles have their own personal cameras, so even if you are inside in a private home, you
may also assume someone can see what you are doing. And the worst part; if anyone catches
magic on these kind of cameras, the proof will go around the world in a matter of seconds, if
they so wish. There will be no time to confound or obliviate. The proof will be out there, and
we will be done for. Not just us here in Britain, but all magicals everywhere.

“Luckily for us, with this kind of technology, also comes people who like to fool the
technology or use it as entertainment. So even if someone catches magic on camera, it has to
be completely indisputable to get people to believe it, and even then, some people will never
believe it. So much can be faked with special effects and the like. That might very well be
our saving grace for a while longer, but regrettably, not forever.



“Hermione Granger and I used quite a bit of time speculating about what exactly the Muggles
could and would do to magicals, if they knew we existed. Right now, the most likely answer
is eradication. They would see us as far too dangerous and uncontrollable, with our
unfathomable magic and strange beast and beings. In a few years, say thirty to fifty, their
technology might be good enough to both find and contain magic. Then we might simply be
put in reservations that they decide we should stay in, without us getting a say at all.”

Skeeter had become pale as a ghost, and she made a negating sound. She wasn’t the only one
that had reacted to Harry’s words. Head Bones looked sick. Bandini was staring at Harry with
big, black eyes. Narcissa’s pale blue eyes were wet. The only reason that Astoria could
remain stoic, was that she already knew all this, in detail. The same went for Draco.

“We have magic,” Skeeter whispered.

Harry looked at Draco. “Am I still good to go?”

“Unfortunately, yes.” Draco’s voice was hoarse, but also hard. “This is something every
magical should know and understand. Things might have been different, once upon a time,
when the Muggles were fewer and their tech-no-logy was less refined, but the way things are
going … We need to keep away from Muggles, to ensure our safety and survival.”

“But we have magic!” Skeeter protested again.

“Muggles have guns, Miss Skeeter,” Harry said, almost apologetically. “One single person
with a gun - think a kind of tube that shoots metal projectiles with a terrible force and speed -
could walk into Diagon Alley or Hogsmeade and kill most, if not all, the people there in a
matter of minutes. They don’t need a lot of training to use a gun well enough to do that, but
even still, a lot of Muggles have a lot of training to use guns. Muggles have big armies, all of
them capable of using guns. And then I haven’t mentioned bombs yet. A few bombs, maybe a
dozen, might eradicate whole of Hogsmeade with metal and flame in a matter of seconds.”

“But … shields … wards … magic!” Skeeter sputtered and Astoria felt a pang of sadness for
the shocked woman.

“I know 39 different shields, Miss Skeeter. 39, and that’s a lot more than most people. All of
them can stop different kinds of magic, but only nine can stop physical objects. Only two of
those can stop a bullet or a bomb; none of them can stop an atomic bomb. That is the worst
bomb the Muggles have ever made, as it poisons everything around the place it detonated for
a very, very long time afterward. I do know three wards that will stop bullets and bombs, and
probably atomic bombs too. All of those need very clear boundaries and a lot of space, they
cannot be raised around a single house in a crowded village. Very few people can raise those
wards and bind them to the ley lines they will draw power from. I know that two of those
wards already are in use around Diagon Alley, and I guess around Hogsmeade too?”

Harry looked at Astoria and she nodded. The wards had been up for weeks by now, erected
and bound to the ley lines by the Dark Lord himself.

Harry looked at Skeeter again. “Muggles might be good friends, they might be kind
neighbours, I neither want nor need to deny that fact, but what they are, without any doubt, is



different from us.

“And now, unfortunately, that means dangerous in a way they have never been before. Not
even during the witch-hunts. We need to respect them as different and very possibly
dangerous, and make sure to not be noticed by them. We have to keep ourselves safe. That is
why no one can live in blended villages anymore and why one family no longer can choose
to live in a Muggle apartment building or in a crowded Muggle neighbourhood. In a perfect
world everyone would be able to make the choice of where to live with their families, and I
wish they could, but now such a choice might very well impact, and possibly eradicate, the
whole magical community, and that cannot be allowed.”

Skeeter took some deep breaths before nodding. “Mr. Potter, could you possibly point me in
the direction of more information on this subject. I believe … I believe a more in-depth
article is necessary, or several. And I have next to no experience with finding information
about the Muggle world.”

Out of the corner of her eye, Astoria saw Severus turn to look questioningly at her. He was
one of those here with most experience with moving in the Muggle world, not counting
Harry, of course. She nodded at him, a bit surprised that he was willing to do this, but not at
all adverse to it.

“I have both prior knowledge of the subject, and the means of moving around and finding
information in and about the Muggle world,” Severus said slowly, and Skeeter looked at him.
“Because I agree that this knowledge should be distributed among the magical population, I
would like to offer my expertise in this. I will send you an owl in the next week to set an
appointment and decide on a plan.”

“That sounds very good, thank you, Mr. Snape,” Skeeter said, and Harry gave the man a nod.

“I realise that my time is probably up, but may I ask one more question, Mr. Potter?” Skeeter
asked.

“One, then I’m going back to my task.”

“This peace is possible because of you marrying the Dark Lord, and I know a lot of people
are wondering; how is your marriage faring?”

“I should have expected that one, shouldn’t I?” Harry stated wryly. “Well, Miss Skeeter, as it
is a purely political marriage made between two previously warring parties with a river of
blood between them … it goes quite well, thank you for asking.”

There were stares all around the table. Head Bones made a sound and slapped her hand over
her mouth, but her eyes were dancing with merriment. Narcissa blinked several times and
Severus pinched the bridge of his nose and tried, and failed, to hold back a sigh. Beside her,
Draco bit his lower lip. Astoria herself wanted to laugh. Harry was joking again. Or, she
didn’t think he meant the words as a joke, but his tone was light and cheerful, and he did
admit that the marriage was going rather well, when the less than optimal starting point of the
marriage was taken into account.



“I will not say it’s perfect, because it’s not,” Harry continued. “But no one has died yet, so
there is hope. Also, not even one Cruciatus Curse has been cast between us, which is a small
wonder, in and for itself. The man can hold a conversation, he is a well of information, he
does know when to shut up, and I’m beginning to suspect that he has a sense of humour,
though, that might just be me that’s driving him nutty. And he has the cutest familiar in
existence, so he has quite a few things going for him, really.”

The big, black cat on his shoulder hissed and he stroked her side.

“You aren’t my familiar, so you can’t really get offended, darling.”

“Harry …” Draco almost whined. “I do not want to be the one to explain that mess of words
to the Dark Lord.”

Harry looked at him. “But … I’m being nice.”

“You are being disrespectful, Mr. Potter,” Severus said. “While the … message you want to
convey is … commendable, your choice of words is regrettably lacking.”

“You think that was disrespectful? Well then, you are never to be invited to any of our rainy-
day-discussions. The disrespect would probably kill you. Wait, on second thought …”

This time Astoria was the one that had to muffle the sound of laughter behind her hand. She
couldn’t help it. She and Draco had almost fainted a couple of days ago when the Dark Lord
and Harry got into an extremely heated discussion during tea. At one point Harry had called
the Dark Lord stupid for clinging to outdated information, when newer information, that
disproved his point, existed. Both had survived, and there hadn’t been cast a single curse,
Cruciatus or otherwise.

It had been horrifying and entertaining, as well as educational.

“Harry, please reconsider?” Draco asked.

“Alright, alright, for your peace of mind then. May I give you a new answer to that question,
Miss Skeeter?”

Skeeter looked at him with big eyes, but nodded and turned a page in her notebook.

“Let’s see. The first part was alright, I believe. My marriage goes quite well, considering it is
a purely political marriage made between two previously warring parties with a river of blood
between them. My expectations weren’t high, to put it mildly. We had after all been at war for
years, and he has tried to kill me countless times, beginning back when I was a fifteen
month’s old baby, so yeah, very low expectations.

“Getting to know one another as more than enemies takes time and work, and trust is hard to
come by, with that kind of beginning. Given all that, it truly goes quite well. And no one is
more surprised about that than I, I believe. Voldemort can be an interesting conversation
partner; he knows a lot about a lot of different topics and thus can discuss almost anything.
He also has the ability of knowing when silence is best suited, which I appreciate. And



Nagini is the perfect cuddle bug and always has some remark about everything, and I mean
everything, around her. She’s a total brat, a tattletale, and a worrywart.”

Skeeter wrote out the sentence. “Nothing about any sense of humour?”

“I suspect that was viewed as particularly disrespectful by the nay-sayers, so no. Ask me
again in a couple of years; by then I will have badgered him into giving me leave to tell you,
and then no one can deny me.”

He would do it too, Astoria knew. Harry Potter would badger the Dark Lord into letting him
admit to the press that he had a sense of humour. After the discussion that Harry already had
mentioned, Astoria didn’t doubt it for a moment.

She really wished she knew what had suddenly changed between them and made this
familiarity possible. It was a complete mystery to her.

After that Skeeter promised to be back in about three hours, and left to pack all her
possessions in the room she and her daughter rented.

Harry went on to work on the fourth floor of the building. He transfigured the floors into
marble and hardwood and tile in the correct places, made the bay windows he obviously
liked, put in whole kitchens and bathrooms, and formed beautiful fireplaces.

“I’m not complaining at all, Harry,” Astoria began after watching him make yet another
stunning fireplace. It was made in black marble shot through with grey and silver, with
intricate carvings, columns on each side and a broad mantelpiece. Harry set it with a stasis
charm that would keep it like that for a hundred years, at least. “But why do you make it so
elaborate and detailed everywhere?”

Harry made another bay window and filled its seat with pillows in gold and silver, so it was
ready to use.

“Most of these people, if not everyone, have lost everything they owned during the war,” he
said in a low voice while looking out the window. “That includes things like a feeling of
safety and unassailingness that most people have. I would like to help them get back some of
what they lost, even if it’s just a sense of home and belonging. I use the time and effort to
make these apartments beautiful and special, because of that. Also, I have never been able to
choose where I live, myself, and I make these apartments into something, somewhere, I think
I personally would like to live.”

“Oh.” There wasn’t much Astoria could say to that. Her heart clenched at his words. Both at
the words about wanting to give something back to those who had lost everything, and also
his comment about never being able to choose his own home.

When working at Gringotts earlier that day, as her public relation mission, she had wanted to
help, but it had been work, impersonal, something to just get done. Even if she also had
revelled in being able to create and build, to repair and heal; it had still been more a job than
anything else.



Not so for Harry.

She saw Narcissa close her eyes for a long moment and Head Bones bite her lip hard while
her eyes teared up and Draco looked at the floor. Bandini looked away and both of the
Auror’s that had come with Head Bones were pale faced. Severus was stone-faced where he
stood in the other room.  

“One more apartment left, and then I think I will have a break while waiting for the
Skeeters,” Harry said, and either didn’t notice the mood change around him, or chose to
ignore it.

He was putting the finishing touches on the last apartment when Astoria felt her Lord’s magic
wash over the building. She stood facing Harry and thus could see the mischievous grin that
filled the man’s face when he noticed the magical signature of the Dark Lord. There was no
fear there, at all, no apprehension, and no doubt. Neither were there any irritation or
dissatisfaction because the Dark Lord showed up during Harry’s second outing since he got
married.

Again, Astoria wondered what had happened between them that made Harry lose so much of
the nervousness that he had had around the Dark Lord for the first two months of their
marriage. It hadn’t changed completely overnight, but it hadn’t been far from it either.

“Ah, you arrived just in time!” Harry turned towards the Dark Lord when the other man
stopped in the doorway into the apartment. The hood of his black silk robe was up, and half
hid the aristocratic features, casting shadows over pale skin. Red eyes gleamed from
underneath the hood.

They looked at each other for a moment.

“I do try,” the Dark Lord said dryly. “What, exactly, did I arrive just in time for?”

Astoria savoured the astonished looks around them. She had gotten to see this kind of display
on several occasions now, as had Draco, but it would be news to most here. Even Severus and
Narcissa.

“I need some power to decorate an apartment,” Harry said, and the merriment turned to ash in
Astoria’s mouth.

Harry needed power? Harry? Needed power?

Of course, she knew that making this building took power, but not for a second had she
imagined that the stupid, irresponsible, brash man used enough of his magic to need more.

The Dark Lord’s red gaze landed on her and it took everything she had to not sink to her
knees. If Harry had made himself that vulnerable, then that really was on her. It was just that
she couldn’t have imagined Harry doing something like this, putting himself in such a
defenceless position, not in her wildest dreams.



The Dark Lord’s magic scorched against her senses now. His anger burned on her tongue and
in her eyes. She still couldn’t help but revel in the feeling, but at the same time she had to
fight not to flinch. She had failed in keeping Harry safe, if he was close enough to magical
exhaustion to ask for help.

Someone moved and she realised Harry had stepped in front of her. Shielding her from her
Lord, even though she rightly deserved his ire. She saw Draco’s shoulders slump in relief
when Harry got between her and the irritated Dark Lord.

“Notice my words, will you? I need some power to decorate an apartment,” Harry said,
sounding more exasperated than anything else. He certainly wasn’t afraid at all.

“If you do not have enough magic to decorate, then you hardly have enough to defend
yourself …” the Dark Lord began, and Harry snorted, interrupting him, and lowered his
shields.

Harry’s power flooded the apartment and then the building. He was nowhere near magical
exhaustion. He had without a doubt used a lot of his power, probably two thirds of it, if not
more, but he still had more power, much more, than most magicals did at their best.

“Then why do you need more power?” the Dark Lord asked, sounding perplexed.

“Because my protections get kind of annoying if my magical power level goes farther down
than this, and I would like to concentrate fully on what I’m doing.” Harry grabbed at
something by his throat and Astoria heard metal clinking against metal. Amulets, she
guessed, quite a few of them. “These buggers demand a certain power level to not make a
nuisance of themselves, kind of like that new version of Finite I mentioned to you, but they
have saved my life plenty of times, so I wasn’t going to leave the Manor without them. Not
after last time. This alone could probably do the job well enough, though …” Harry spread
his open robe wide, and a flash of silver filled the room.

Astoria saw gold and silver runes flowing in the black fabric, for just a moment. So many
runes, and so very, very powerful. The robe was warded, and heavily at that. The work, the
time, the magic, the gold and silver that had to have gone into making that robe … Astoria
swallowed hard. It was worth a King’s ransom. She should have known there was a reason
for Harry to throw on an outer robe like that, especially because the robe without a doubt was
a duelling robe with tight sleeves and a high neck and was made to fit tight around the torso,
while also being loose enough to have full range of motion.

There were several gasps and murmurs in the room. She wasn’t the only one that was
shocked by Harry’s revelation.

“… but I try to act smart when I can,” Harry concluded. “I am nowhere near exhaustion, and
I am in absolutely no danger. So, will you help me decorate?”

The Dark Lord stood silent for several moments.

“Why would you like to?” he asked.



“It’s for Miss Skeeter and her young daughter. They will be the first ones to move in here,
and if I’m not entirely mistaken, this will be the girl’s first proper home, with her own room.
I want to make it the very best experience I possibly can. She is a war-child, one of many, she
deserves good memories.”

“Very well. Do lead the way.”

As if summoned, they could hear a woman and a child talking down in the courtyard right
then. Harry called down to them and ten minutes later, mother and daughter had decided on a
corner apartment and the daughter would get the room with two windows.

“Alright, Ava,” Harry squatted in front of the girl.

The girl was about six years old, Astoria guessed, and too thin and pale with eyes far too big
and scared. That was why only she and Draco were in the apartment, in addition to the little
family, Harry and the Dark Lord. The girl’s hair was a dirty blonde, and her huge eyes were a
pale green.

“If you could pick whatever you wanted, how would your room look?”

“Stars,” the girls whispered. “Lots of stars.”

“I see, that I can do. Anything else?”

“Purple?” she added hopefully.

“Purple it is. Do you want stars in your ceiling, or on the wall, or both?”

The girl bit her lip and looked at her mother.

“It’s your choice, darling,” Skeeter said with a smile.

“Ceiling, please?” Ava whispered.

“Alrighty then, I’m going to try something, and you will tell me if that is how you want it,
alright?”

The girl nodded.

After talking a bit with the Dark Lord, Harry stood in the doorway into the room, with the
Dark Lord’s hand on his shoulder, and with some silent gestures with his wand, the walls
turned purple. It was a very light mauve down by the floor, and it got deeper and deeper
closer to the ceiling, before it turned almost black. Moments later the ceiling turned
completely black and was littered with shining stars.

The girl squealed before hastily hiding against her mother’s legs.

“What do you think, is this to your liking?” Harry asked the girl when she had calmed down
a bit.



He got a very emphatic nod in return. “Yes, please.”

“I believe you mean, yes, thank you, darling,” Skeeter told her.

“Yes, thank you!” Ava said.

“Is there anything more you want to change?”

“The door? A black door with my name on it, because it’s my room. Ava Anastasia.”

“I believe I should do that, Harry, your penmanship is atrocious,” the Dark Lord said.

Harry took a step back and made a gesture at the white door.

The moment after the door was black and slowly the girl’s name was written onto the wood
with beautiful silver calligraphy. The ‘i’ in her name had a winking star instead of a normal
dot. Then, as an afterthought, the door became speckled with glowing silver stars.

“Thank you!” Ava said while staring fixedly at the door.

Astoria threw a glance at Skeeter and noticed that the mother’s pale green eyes were
gleaming with tears.

“What’s next?” Harry asked. 

The two bay windows in the room got purple pillows in a multitude of shades and heavy dark
purple curtains. The simple and worn furniture that Skeeter unpacked from a trunk was
transfigured into a black four poster bed with purple drapes in heavy velvet, but without a
ceiling, so Ava could watch the stars. She also got a suitable bedside table and lamp, as well
as a big, stuffed chair in the corner, with an ottoman, a small table and a bookcase and a big
wardrobe for her clothes. The last furniture was a small desk with a chair and a lamp.
Everything was in black or different shades of purple. Astoria noticed that stars snuck in here
and there in the room. They glimmered in the bed drapes and the curtains by the window,
shone on the purple lampshades by the desk and bed, and twinkled on the inside of the door.

Before her room was finished, the girl had warmed up completely to Harry and was more
than happy to tell him how the rest of the apartment should look, including her mother’s
bedroom, that would double as her office.

For a small girl she had good taste, Astoria decided, and her taste was excellent where
colours were concerned. The kitchen was made up in light wood with light green and brass
for the details, it was light, warm and inviting. The bathroom became mostly black and a
deep blue, while her mother’s bedroom became black, Slytherin green and silver. Skeeter
smiled at her girl when the girl let her see after the little working team was done with it.

“Thank you for remembering, my dear.” Skeeter hugged her daughter. “It looks stunning!”

“I wish there was a Hogwarts House with purple colour,” Ava said.



After finishing the living room, with big, stuffed chairs and a sofa, two tables and several
bookcases, all in dark wood or a warm golden or purple colour, the apartment was finally
done and ready to be lived in.

Then Harry talked to mother and daughter about the wards he had put in place on the
apartment building, and all the apartments, in addition to the wards and shields that shielded
London’s Magical District. One of the wards he had added was mainly for protecting
children. He didn’t say so outright, but it was in case the child-murdering group should
decide to target Diagon Alley. He had added the wards and bound them to the ley lines the
District was placed on before Astoria joined them, just after raising the building, so she
listened to him with just as much attentiveness as the little family. 

“Right, so, what do you do if you get really scared while being home, with or without your
Mum?” Harry asked. He sat on a chair across from mother and daughter on the sofa, green
eyes on the child.

“I run to any place that shines in gold, because if I get really frightened, many places will
shine in gold. They are safe places to help and protect me.”

“What do you do when you are in a shining gold place?” Harry asked.

Astoria got the chilling impression that this wasn’t the first time Harry had drilled a small
child in safety measures.

“I scream!” Ava said with vigour. “The magic in the golden place will make my voice really,
really loud and Mum will come and help me.”

“Good! And then what?”

“I stay in the golden place till Mum comes, or someone else that I know very well, like my
Uncle or Aunt or older Cousins, but I will say no to anyone else that wants me out of the safe
place. It is a very safe place, and no one can make me leave it.”

“Very good, well done. Now, you must try to remember this. Maybe you and your Mum can
talk a bit about it every week, until you are absolutely certain that you will remember it
always?” Harry looked at Skeeter.

“Yes, we can do that. Thank you so much, Mr. Potter, my Lord.” Skeeter looked at them in
turn.

“Yes, thank you so much for our pretty home! I have a room now! And it’s all mine!”

They said their goodbyes and left. The next day the building would see a lot of its new
tenants, if not all. The messages were already sent out by owls. 

“Harry, what if Ava, or any other child, loses consciousness in one of those shining gold
places?” Astoria asked, pensively, while slowly walking down the stairs.

“In that case, she will be portkeyed away to a safe place and returned to her mother when it’s
safe again,” Harry said.



“Where is this safe place?” Astoria asked.

“It’s a safe place for children, and they would never keep a child that has any other safe place
to stay.”

“Harry, where is this place? You cannot kidnap children like this …”

Harry turned slowly towards her, and she knew that her choice of words had been bad,
exceedingly bad. His face was a suntanned stone mask and his green eyes glowed uncannily
in the shadows. She swallowed hard. She had finally pushed him too far, and yet, not quite
far enough.

“Ava, or any other child, will get back to their families as fast as possible?” she demanded,
and met his green, glowing eyes head on.

“If they still have a family, then yes, as fast as possible.”

“And if they don’t have a family anymore?” she asked.

“Then they will be kept safe, happy, healthy and in a good environment, until the laws are
such that it is … appropriate to let them be known.”

“You are saying that there are places with magical children, out there, places that keep them
safe until the laws of fostering and adoption are good enough to suit you?”

“Am I saying that?”

“Yes, you …” she stopped. No, he hadn’t actually admitted that such a place already existed,
just that such a place would exist if it was needed. There might be such a place, or several,
with orphaned children, or there might just be people on stand-by, if they should be needed.

She frowned and knew with absolute certainty that she had no hope of making him admit to
anything. It would be up to the Dark Lord to figure out the facts, if he so wished.

They stopped at the end of the stairs, and she turned and got her first proper look at the
courtyard. It had been pretty and full of potential before. Now it was transformed, and all its
potential had been realised.

Fairy lights made of magic hung in chains, crisscrossing the air above the courtyard.  Other
chains twined up all the columns around the courtyard, lighting the space in a soft, golden
glow, now that the building completely blocked out the sun. Flowerbeds had been made
around several of the columns and by the gate there were now two, young trees guarding the
gate. There were two swings between two columns and a sandbox in a corner and a small,
tinkling fountain in the middle of the courtyard with even more benches, tables, and chairs
around. This was, without a doubt, a place for children, for relaxation, for fun and for
socialisation.

“This is beautiful,” Astoria whispered.



“And almost exactly how I wanted to make it, if I had time and power left after I was done
with the apartments,” Harry stated next to her, their discussion completely forgotten.

“Yes, well, we gathered as much, Mr. Potter,” Narcissa said, coming up to them, “given how
much care you gave the apartments. Some of us thought we should do something, too. We
didn’t want to fill the place too much, but also make it somewhere to meet and relax, and
share a meal. Which Severus right now is out picking up for all of us.”

“Perfect, I’m getting really hungry. Are there any open restaurants in the District right now?”

Narcissa hesitated and looked at the Dark Lord. “I believe he went out in the Muggle world
to find a place, but as he is very knowledgeable about their world and should both be able to
go unnoticed and remain safe, no one thought to protest.”

“There are a lot of good take-away restaurants around here, I don’t think he can go wrong,”
Harry said, obviously not worried. “And the man can pass for a taciturn Muggle if he so
wishes, I’m sure he will be back in no time, hopefully with enough food. Do you think I
should invite the Skeeters?”

“As Severus mentioned not knowing what children that age likes to eat, I’m certain that was
a part of the plan,” Narcissa said, still throwing short glances at the silent Dark Lord.

“I will go up and invite them,” Draco said, the moment Harry turned toward the stairs.

Harry nodded at him in thanks, then looked at the Dark Lord and nodded at the long table
that had been made of several tables. They went towards it and sat down on one of the
benches. Less that fifteen minutes later, Severus was back, placing containers of food onto
the table, with strange, white cutlery and some sticks of wood that Harry called chopsticks.
The name of the dishes was written on the boxes, and everyone was able to find something
that sounded good. Harry showed both her, Draco and the Dark Lord how to use the
chopsticks to eat. He found a dish that made him grin in anticipation, but that he absolutely
did not recommend to her, but rather to Draco, as her husband had found he liked spicy
dishes when tasting it at Harry’s birthday dinner.

Halfway through her dinner, a bit too pungent for her taste, but still good, Astoria looked up
and around.

“Harry, where did the cat go?” She couldn’t remember seeing it in quite a while. When had
she last seen her? When they were on the fourth floor?

“I guess she had other business to attend to.” Harry said with a smile. “I’m glad she stayed as
long as she did. Fluffy furballs are excellent company.”

Chapter End Notes
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Harry sank down on the sofa and let himself fall back with a sigh. It had been a long and
tiring day; it had also been one of the best days he had had in … months. Because of the
Dreamless Sleep potion he had woken up early and well rested. He had been around people,
discussing, talking, joking and even laughing. He had done something that he really wanted
to do, tried something new, made beautiful things that would help people and make their life
a bit easier, and there had been no crisis, no confrontations, and no drama.

Alright, Astoria had worried him when she accused him of kidnapping children. He did know
that strictly speaking, that was exactly what he did, if those portkeys ever activated. But he
would rather stand trial for kidnapping children, than having to pick up the literal pieces of
those small bodies, ever again.

An ice-cold memory rose in his mind, of a horrible day years in the past. The attack on
Diagon Alley was over, the culprits gone. He hadn’t been there, hadn’t been able to help, to
protect one he had sworn to fight for, to die for, to protect with everything he had, everything
he was. And he hadn’t been there. The moment he had realised that the small, cold and
shattered body in his arms had been his warm, wonderful and colourful Teddy, his godson …
It had devastated him.

Ice coated his heart, stung in his lungs, and Harry pushed the memory away. The memories of
the pain, the screams the tears and the rage. He pushed them down, down, down.

No, no.

Never again. If there was anything he could do; never again.

Harry had made his choice, and he would stand by it, no matter what.

No matter what. He and Hermione agreed. Protect the children, no matter what.

No matter what. No matter the price in blood, pain, trauma or death. No matter what. That
had been his mantra back then, that was his mantra now and it would always remain so.

Protect the children. The only innocents left in their world.

Protect the children; no price was too high.

Harry shook his head to get the antagonistic thoughts and ice-cold memories out of his mind.
He had been happy and relaxed, and he really wanted to stay that way. It was so long since
last time, and it would probably be quite some time until next time. Though, things were far
better now than he had ever thought they would be. And that was because of the surprise he



and Voldemort had gotten that day they consummated their marriage. Because of the soul
shard that was stuck in Harry.

Finally, it was giving something back, not just making his life a miserable hell.

He felt Voldemort’s curiosity and turned to look at the man where he sat in the chair next to
Harry’s sofa, his hood still up and his face part in shadow. You would never know it looking
at him, but Voldemort was one of the most inquisitive persons Harry had ever met. And he
would never, ever have guessed, if not for the mind bridge that now arched between their
minds, in their shared mind space. Harry was beginning to believe that at the very least some
of Voldemort’s wealth of knowledge came from the simple fact that he couldn’t stand not
knowing; he was far too curious for that.

*What is happening? You were happy, then suddenly you were frustrated, aggressive,
desolate and decided all at once, and then just resigned,* Voldemort said over the mind
bridge.

*I was just thinking about today. It was a good day. Some memories interfered on the way,
that’s all.* He didn’t need to say more, not with their mind doors open. Voldemort would hear
and understand that it was just as Harry said, that he didn’t hide anything or lie. He couldn’t,
and honestly, he didn’t have a need to. The mind bridge had made communication and trust
between them much easier, especially Harry’s trust and Voldemort’s communication. They
still had a long way to go, but again, they had come farther than Harry had ever thought
possible.

“Tea, anyone?” Astoria asked and slowly sat down on the sofa opposite Harry.

They had all gone to their rooms to freshen up some after the long day, as Astoria put it, and
then they had met up in one of their most frequented drawing rooms. The walls were a soft
green and the furniture was in different shades of green, gold and bronze. The carpet was a
bronze so deep it was almost red. The fire in the big fireplace was not lit, the August day had
been long and warm, and it wasn’t necessary.

“I want tea, at least. Prim!” Astoria went on.

“Tea sounds good, but we just finished dinner, so I don’t need anything to eat,” Harry
admitted.

“Tea does sound good, thank you, Astoria,” Voldemort said.

“Prim, a simple tea for four, please,” Astoria told the elf before looking at Harry and
Voldemort. “Draco will be with us in a moment, he just needed a few minutes longer to wash
up.”

Not long after, both the tea and Draco had arrived, and Astoria had begun to wonder aloud at
Ava Anastasia’s excellent taste in colours and furniture. Harry might have done the work, but
everything he had done had been on the girl’s say-so, and that had been one determined little
girl when she realised that her opinion truly mattered.



“I can’t believe she is that good at only six years old, she might end up as an artist,” Astoria
finished with a smile, a gleam in her eyes and a small sip of tea.

Harry frowned. “She is at least eight years old, but I agree, she was very good. You should
hire her as a colour consultant for the building.”

“Eight, but she is so … small and delicate.”

“War-child,” Harry muttered, taking a sip of his own tea.

“But her mother … You cannot tell me that a woman that is so obviously concerned with her
child’s welfare, looks like she never missed a meal, while her child starved?” Astoria’s voice
became indignant.

“Skeeter is just as good with glamours as you are.” Harry met her gaze and she flinched, even
though he hadn’t meant it in any derogatory way, he hoped she knew that. “But she isn’t able
to glamour how her body feels to others. She forgot herself and shook my hand when we left.
Her hand is hardly more than skin and bones. It’s possible to glamour children, but much
harder, and it can be confusing for them if they are too young.”

Astoria looked away and Harry felt his pleasure of the day slowly cool while he thought
about the fate of Ava Anastasia and her mother. He didn’t want that. He didn’t want the
happiness and pleasure to end, this day had been a rare treat and he didn’t want the good
feelings to give way for something else. For the desperation and sorrow that would come
when the soul shard’s need arose. He didn’t want to think about that, not yet, preferably not at
all … but he already was … No, he didn’t want that, didn’t want to drive away the feelings of
freedom, of happiness, of being in a good place, for once. He didn’t want those feelings to go
away. He could hardly remember what they felt like, and to have them for a whole day had
made him greedy; he wanted more!

“Harry?”

Harry looked up at Voldemort that had sat down next to him on the sofa. The hood of
Voldemort’s robe was pushed down to his shoulders and his eyes roamed Harry’s face.

“I want a break!” Harry blurted the words, hardly aware of them, just … desperate. “This day
has been good, I don’t want it to end, not now, not like this, not before it’s necessary. I want a
break. I need it. I need one good day.”

“I am not going to refuse you, Harry, you do not need to persuade me. That was the
agreement we had; you were to ask when you wanted a break. My only question is this; why
now and not before, when we both know that you have needed a break before today.”

Harry froze, then frowned. That was an interesting question. The fear that slowly had begun
to crawl up in him retreated.

“I … don’t know,” Harry admitted. “The first time it was very much needed, I was going out
of my mind … Other times, that were similar … I should have asked, several times, actually,
but it didn’t feel quite … right, not quite … safe, to do so. But today … today I have to ask,



because I don’t want to let this day, and the contentment I have been able to feel, end before
it absolutely has to.” He met Voldemort’s eyes. “I’m not sure why today is so different, feels
so different …”  

Because of the mind bridge Voldemort knew that what Harry said was how he felt. They
could hold things back without the other knowing, but every word spoken had to be the truth,
or the other would know in a moment.

Harry looked down, hesitated, and reached for his cup to take another sip.

No one said anything, but Harry could feel Voldemort’s readiness in his mind, together with
his own pondering. Voldemort wouldn’t request Harry to explain himself further. The second
Harry asked, they would establish the magical link that forced Harry to stay calm and
content, and quite happy, like he wanted to, like he needed to.

“I …” Astoria hesitated. “I don’t really know enough of the situation to really say anything
about it, but it sounded to me like you already have the answer, in a roundabout way.”

“Oh?” Harry looked at her. “Please tell us your theory.”

“Alright, it might be wrong though, I hardly know enough …  Today you want what you call
a break, whatever that is and however that works, because you want to keep feeling happy.
Because you want to end this day in a good way and already problems and fears - I’m just
guessing here - are making it hard to keep the feeling of happiness.”

Harry nodded.

“But the other times you have needed a break, like the first time, wasn’t to keep holding on to
happiness, it was to stave off difficult thoughts and feelings. A situation quite different from
now, and a situation … a situation you have been in far more than the one you face today.”

Harry nodded again.

“Getting relief from pain, mental as well as physical, can feel terrifyingly good, and a lot of
people have become addicted to potions or charms that let them free of pain for a few hours
or days. You said it didn’t feel safe to ask for a break at the other times, when you wanted
away from something painful. Yet asking for help to keep something good was a lot easier,
even if it is the same … situation … that does it. Your subconscious might simply … have
tried to keep you … well, self-reliant, even if that left you in pain. I think it is safe to say that
your need for independence is … extreme. Not that it isn’t completely understandable,” she
finished, then made a grimace. “Do I make sense? Am I even close?” 

“I … that’s … yeah.” Harry nodded and looked down at the table, before looking at Astoria.
“Yes, that seems … that seems about right, to me.” He looked at Voldemort. “It makes sense,
in a twisted kind of way. I really did plan to ask for help when I needed it, after that first time.
I was fully committed to the idea, I thought, but after that … Even when it got bad, really,
really bad, I still couldn’t quite get myself to admit, even to myself, that it was bad enough to
ask for help, so I never did.”



Voldemort nodded. “Perhaps a set schedule for breaks would be better than having you ask
when you require one, since asking might be too hard. Besides, if there is a set schedule and
you do get breaks at regular intervals, perhaps you will not need them as much at other times.
And if you do, you are always welcome to ask.”

“That … might be right. I will have to think about it.”

“I will bring it up in a couple of days. You are obviously not to be trusted to do so yourself.”

“That is … also correct, I guess. Unfortunately.” Harry grimaced and then looked at
Voldemort. “Do we have to leave? I kind of wanted to talk the day over with the three of you,
but …”

“You don’t have to leave unless that is what you want, not for our sake at least,” Draco
promptly said. “Not that I know what’s going on, but the sentiment still stands.”

Astoria nodded.

Harry looked from Voldemort to Astoria and Draco and back. He realised that he truly didn’t
mind having his break and being like that, so relaxed and calm, in front of the other couple.
Come to it, he didn’t mind the thought that they would know a bit more about the
consequences of the soul shard, even if the soul shard itself always had to be a secret. If they
knew, then he knew that they didn’t make a lot of assumptions and theories about him and his
situation, and he found that he preferred that.

Harry told Voldemort this over the mind bridge and met the man’s eyes. *What do you think?
Are you alright with them knowing more about it, and with being seen when your husband
uses you as a pillow? Because I’m not even going to try to sit upright and on my own. That
defeats the purpose, really.*

*You may tell them whatever you are comfortable with, Harry. And I believe I can stand the
thought of being seen when you use me as a pillow, as you so aptly put it, but maybe our
hosts should know what will happen beforehand, so as not to shock them with our
impropriety.*

Harry chuckled out loud and looked across the table at Astoria and Draco. “I get extremely
… relaxed, when I get this kind of break,” Harry said. “As in I’m not even going to try to sit
upright and properly, and while I do not slur or anything, my speech pattern and voice may
change, as may my inhibitions. And I’m not going to take well to any jibes or disapproval
because of this, so if you believe that it may make you uncomfortable, then it’s best that we
leave.”

“Would you say that it compares to a Calming Draught, or two?” Draco asked, seemingly
more interested than put out.  

“Yes, and no. It’s more … comprehensive, than that. It’s different, it’s more, and I don’t know
quite how to describe it. I can try later, when I’m feeling it.”

Draco nodded.



“And as for not sitting correctly and speaking without restraint,” Astoria said, “I had planned
to talk with you both about it … or more to the point, about your status as guests at Malfoy
Manor.”

“Oh?” Voldemort said.

Harry noticed the slight displeasure Voldemort felt, but there was nothing more. Apparently,
he trusted Astoria to give them more time before showing them the door. 

“It’s just pure-blood customs, my Lord. I’m afraid I will never really get out of the habit.
Guests are thought of and treated in one particular way … family are treated in another. And
sometimes, long time guests are treated more like family when all parties agree on that.  Such
situations might make co-living more relaxed and well, comfortable, for all involved. If that
is what everyone wishes, of course. Would you like to discuss this now or after you feel more
relaxed, Harry?” Astoria looked at him. “Or not at all, my Lord?” She looked at Voldemort.

“I think I might like the chance to not have to stand on ceremony in what is supposed to be
my home,” Harry stated while looking at Voldemort.   

“As you wish. I have no difficulty with the notion.”

“Break first?”

“Yes.”

*I believe it best to close the mind door, just in case. If something should happen when
combining a mind bridge and a magic circuit … I don’t want any surprises today,* Harry said
and when he got an affirmative feeling from Voldemort, they both began to close the mind
doors.

Voldemort raised a privacy barrier without being asked. Harry didn’t mind that Astoria and
Draco saw him relaxing in Voldemort’s arms, or he wouldn’t mind in a few moments, at least,
but the beginning could be a bit awkward. Voldemort held out his hand and Harry found
himself hesitating before taking it. Yes, it was weird. Yes, it was hard to phantom that he
willingly went along with this. But he needed that break. He needed one good day, because
he could no longer remember having any day as good as this one, and he doubted that he
would get anything similar for a long while. So, he needed this.

He needed this.

Harry’s magic spun out of him and into Voldemort, and he felt Voldemort’s magic brush
against his own magical core and again he was hit with how very intimate this was. Magic to
magic. More intimate than sex, or less? He wasn’t sure. Less conventional, at the very least.
Voldemort’s pale, long fingers around his hand were cool and dry to the touch, and careful, so
very careful.

“Harry.” A finger under his chin made him see up and meet the red gaze of his husband. All
doubt, all fear, all pain fell away. Relief, sweet, sweet relief. Harry gasped for breath; tears



stung in his eyes. He was calm. He was safe. He was anchored. A whimper escaped his lips,
and he felt a tear run down his cheek, only to be wiped away by Voldemort’s thumb.

He had thought he remembered the feeling of being calm and safe, of being able to truly
breathe. He didn’t. He couldn’t really remember this kind of feeling, he would go mad from
really knowing what he lacked, what he missed.

“Harry.” Voldemort stroked his cheek and slowly stroked down his arm. “Are these tears of
pain?” he asked gently.

“No, relief,” Harry said hoarsely. “Just relief. I thought I remembered, but I didn’t … I didn’t.
I can’t …” He sobbed once and felt how he tilted his head into Voldemort’s hand when the
man began to stroke his temple and into his hair. His eyelids fluttered and almost closed. He
felt heavy and his body was already slightly leaning towards Voldemort without touching
him, not yet, but getting there, and wanting to get there. To not be alone. To be held. To be
safe. To feel arms around him and know that he was safe, that he didn’t have to fight, didn’t
have to run, didn’t have to curse and kill and protect and … Safe, at peace, anchored.

“Do you want to come closer, Harry?”

“Yes, please. If … if that is alright with you.”

“Of course.”

His body felt so heavy, so relaxed, but he managed to scoot a bit closer, and Voldemort
dragged him all the way in, flush against his side, with his arms around him. Harry melted
into Voldemort’s embrace. One of Voldemort’s hands lay against his upper arm and his thumb
made small circles against his skin. The other hand stroked his face and neck and the touch
felt so good. So, so good. Skin against skin.

Harry didn’t mind that both his t-shirt and Voldemort’s robes were between them, but it was
possible that he was looking forward to experiencing more skin against skin, later. And that
was something he never thought would happen. Was it the sex that had made the difference?
Or more likely, the familiarity they had experienced since the manifestation of the mind
bridge? He couldn’t be certain.

“Harry, are you with me?”

“If I must,” he mumbled, but then remembered that if he wasn’t coherent, he would push all
responsibility for what happened and what didn’t over on Voldemort, and Voldemort might
end up struggling with decisions that he shouldn’t have to, and didn’t need to, make on his
own. That Harry felt calm and safe, didn’t free him of responsibilities, and neither should it.
Harry cleared his throat.

“Yes, I’m with you, just enjoying the feelings this truly weird connection makes me feel.”

“I am glad. Would it be alright with you if I removed the privacy barrier? I am curious about
what Astoria meant with a change in our status at Malfoy Manor.”



“Curious, huh? Can’t have that. Yes, do lower the barrier. I need a few moments more to
gather my wits again, though, before being a part of a conversation.”

“Then you may listen in, I will field any questions until you are ready to respond to them.”

 “Thanks.”

Suddenly the low murmurs of Astoria’s and Draco’s voices filled the room.

“That is a good idea, but we will have to ask them … My Lord?” Astoria broke of her own
sentence and Harry forced his eyes open, a bit surprised, he couldn’t remember when he had
closed them.

He had never seen Astoria and Draco sit any way but nice and proper next to each other. Now
Astoria had her legs across Draco’s lap, and she leaned up against the sofa armrest with
several pillows, her lap and legs were covered with pieces of parchment that both she and her
husband were reading. Harry couldn’t remember ever seeing either of them thus cosied up.

“My Lord, is Harry … well?” Astoria sounded uncertain.

Harry forced himself to really focus on her and Draco. Astoria held herself stiffly while
watching Harry and Voldemort, but Draco was slack jawed with his eyes glued on Harry, and
Voldemort’s hands on him. Apparently, the warning hadn’t been enough.

“Harry is quite well, Astoria, he simply needs a few moments before joining the
conversation. I believe there is a chance he might inform you both a bit more about the
situation, later.” Voldemort stroked Harry’s neck and Harry felt himself sink a bit deeper
against his husband.

Draco closed his jaws with an audible click and Astoria swallowed before she nodded.

“I would like you to elaborate on our status at Malfoy Manor, if you please, Astoria.”

“Yes, of course, my Lord. It is simply what I said. Sometimes people not in a family live
together for a long time and then it feels unnecessary to always follow all guest protocols.
Life in general can get a bit … stiff. Most often this happens when two families will join
because of marriage and they spend a lot of time together because of this, but even if that
won’t happen here, there is nothing wrong with agreeing to let up on some of the protocols to
make life more comfortable for everyone, if that is something all involved would like.

“My Lord, I absolutely meant it when I offered you the wing that you now live in. The Manor
is huge and even if Draco and I get the big family we desire, we will have more than enough
space for ourselves and any guests we wish to have. This is a Manor meant to house several
branches of the family at the same time, after all.

“All that to say, the offered wing is yours to do with as you wish. Now that Harry knows so
many spells to change a building, maybe he would like to make it more personal. I have no
objections so long as the load bearing walls don’t collapse.” She stopped for a moment.
“Harry, I … I can’t forget what you said towards the end today, just before decorating the



Skeeters apartment. You said that you never have had the opportunity to choose your own
home. You didn’t choose to live at Malfoy Manor, but please, do as you wish with that wing
to make it your home. Your imagination and skill are the only limit. Or, if it would suit you
both better; build a home of your own, anywhere on the Manor’s grounds. This is also part of
the reason why I brought up getting rid of the protocols, even if I at first meant to wait a bit
longer; one doesn’t stand on ceremony in one’s own home.”

“I think we should do as Astoria suggested,” Harry’s voice was a bit rasping, but completely
understandable. He couldn’t quite help himself, when Voldemort’s hand stopped a moment
against his cheek, he leaned into it with a small sigh. He couldn’t even regret it, couldn’t
worry about it and what it meant. It felt too good, he was too calm. “I like it.”

If he couldn’t choose his own home, redecorating a wing of the Manor sounded like a nice
alternative. And who knew, maybe he would build a house, a home, some day. Right now, he
could understand why a place of their own wasn’t a priority of Voldemort’s, when there were
so many people that didn’t even have any place to call their own yet. Besides, he honestly
didn’t know what he would have done if he had been stuck alone with Voldemort these past
months. No, not being alone with Voldemort had been a literal lifesaver and Harry wasn’t
going to complain about living in someone else’s Manor when people still lived in tents, and
he had a bloody wing all for himself. It wasn’t like he needed to see another human all day if
he didn’t wish to. The Manor and the property were ridiculously huge.

“And what will you do with the rest of the wing, with our home?” Voldemort asked, slightly
suspicious.

“You heard the witch; anything I bloody well want to, so long the walls don’t collapse. I will
leave your suite alone, though, if you want me to.”

“That would be highly appreciated,” Voldemort said dryly.

“But I have been eyeing one of the rooms on the third floor,” Harry admitted, “I think it could
be a good library, given some work and a lot of books. The view from that room is especially
nice. I want bay windows and lots of reading nooks, and a couple of well-lit tables as
research stations.”

“I do have most of my collection in crates, so a bigger library would be convenient.”

“Books belong on shelves, not in crates, husband mine.”’

“Then if you produce the shelves, I will fill them.”

“We have a deal. If I get to read the books.”

“If you are able to read them, you are most welcome.”

“None of them are in English, are they?” Harry asked warily.

“Just about a third.”



Harry huffed, but Voldemort carded a long hand through his hair, and he decided to not say
anything more. It truly felt too good.

And he wasn’t going to think about how extremely bizarre it was that he not only accepted
physical contact, but that he welcomed it, from Lord Voldemort, no less! He wasn’t thinking
about it, not now at least, and hopefully not later either. It wouldn’t help him.

“Then we agree that we from now on are on more familiar terms, when it’s only the four of
us?” Astoria asked slowly.

“Yes, for my part,” Harry said.

“I agree,” Voldemort said.

“He is your boss, though, how do you deal with that?” Harry asked.

“He is our Lord, and even Lords should be allowed to unwind in their own home, if they so
wish, and our Lord just told us that he wishes to do so,” Astoria said without hesitation. “And
us being on more familiar terms does not translate to us being disrespectful. Are you quite
well, Harry?”

“Right now, more than just well, thank you. I asked for this, Astoria, and I knew what I asked
for. I tried to warn you that I would not seem completely like myself.”

“I know, I know, it’s just … the change was greater than I thought possible. Not in any
negative way, at all … just … you look so very … content.”

“Right now, I am very content. And hopefully I won’t regret it later. I didn’t last time, so I
hope that won’t change. It feels so very good, being able to relax and truly breathe, without
worrying, and without all the violent feelings that rages inside me most of the time.”

Silence filled the room for a moment before Draco made a small noise. “If I ask you a
question now, Harry, would that destroy your peace?”

“Most likely not. Just ask.”

“Astoria’s job today was in regard to public relations, and she talked quite a lot to the press,
but you did too, and you did a lot of work in Diagon Alley. You built a whole apartment
building by yourself, for Merlin’s sake! I haven’t yet cleared exactly what Skeeter can write
in respect to your decoration of her own apartment, because I wanted to know if I could get
her to mention one specific quote.”

Harry frowned. “Why would you want that?”

Draco searched through the pile of parchment that covered Astoria’s legs on top of his lap. “I
wrote it down right after you said it, because I do recognise it when I hear gold.”

Harry snorted, but Astoria looked at him with big, ice blue eyes, and they were bright with
tears. Evidently, she knew what Draco was looking for, and she didn’t find it funny. 



“It was when Astoria asked why you made all the apartments so elaborate, and you said, and
I quote:

“Most of these people, if not everyone, have lost everything they owned during the war. That
includes things like a feeling of safety and unassailingness that most people have. I would
like to help them get back some of what they lost, even if it’s just a sense of home and
belonging. I use the time and effort to make these apartments beautiful and special, because
of that. Also, I have never been able to choose where I live, myself, and I make these
apartments into something, somewhere, I think I personally would like to live.”

“That was what you said, and that is … honestly something worth getting printed. Because
it’s sincere and real, and we need that. Not us, as in those who rule, but us, as in the magical
population as a whole.”

“You truly think so? Because I just spouted what was on my mind right then. I mean … I
meant it, and still do, naturally, but it wasn’t actually profound or anything.”

“That’s just it, Harry,” Astoria said, “it might have been simple words, but the meaning is
anything but. Also, the fact that you, Harry Potter, said the words, that you care about things
like that; that matters. We are trying to build a community, just as much as we are trying to
build buildings. Your words will help with that.”

“If you are sure, go for it,” Harry said and felt himself stiffen for a moment with the thought
that he wouldn’t get the chance to do something similar anytime soon, if ever. Not help build
new homes, not meet so many people, not help a child make their first real home exactly as
they wanted it, not joke with Susan or eat take-away …

“Harry?” Long fingers turned his head sideways and up, so he met Voldemort’s red gaze and
he breathed out and relaxed completely again. He was calm, he was safe. That was what
mattered now. The rest … he could, he would, learn to live with the rest.

“What did you just think about? If you do not want your words printed by the press, then they
will not be printed,” Voldemort said.

“No, it wasn’t that; that’s alright.”

“You felt something negative enough to react to it, I would very much like to know what that
was about.” The words were softly spoken and while the ruby eyes should be burning into
him, he felt like he was drowning in them, and not in an uncomfortable way. Slow waves of
calm lapped against his mind, his body became even heavier, and his eyelids slowly closed
halfway.

“Harry, please do tell me what could disturb you so when we both know that hardly anything
has that ability when you reach this degree of tranquillity.”

“It was a very good day, and I regret that it probably won’t ever happen again,” Harry
admitted and closed his eyes. He thought he wouldn’t have said it if he wasn’t this calm, this
safe. Saying the words and feeling them again brought on a stab of pain, and with a gasp his
eyes snapped open again. Fortunately, Voldemort was still looking right at him, and his gaze



dragged him down into calmness once more. A long, cool hand was put carefully against his
cheek, but the red eyes narrowed.

“What was so unusual about today that you believe it will not occur ever again?” Voldemort
asked, and only the stare kept Harry connected to his calm when he was forced to think more
about it.

He only wanted a good day, only one, not to talk about why it wouldn’t happen again.

“I got to go out, try something new, do something good and helpful with my magic and meet
people. When are any of those things going to happen again, let alone all of them? This is not
helpful; change of topic please.”

“No, I disagree.”

Harry blinked confused at Voldemort, realising this was the first time the man had ever
refused to change topic when Harry had asked for it. When he thought about it, it was truly
strange that he always changed the topic when Harry asked, but also that he would refuse this
time.

“There is no guarantee that a perfect recurrence of this day will occur ever again, it is truly
rather doubtful, but you may still experience its elements and hope for something similar.”

Harry blinked at him again. Voldemort stroked his cheek with his fingertips.

“Why would you not, Harry? You do need trustworthy guards if you are to leave the Manor
and its grounds, even with your warded robe and powerful charms, and the guards I would
give that task also have other tasks to fulfil. But a day or an afternoon now and again is far
from impossible.”

“That … what … I … Why?” Harry stammered.

“Why not? You did incredible work, work few, if any, could do as fast and as well as you, and
you enjoyed it, why should you not do something similar again?” Voldemort frowned a bit.
“But maybe not an entire apartment building in one single day? That is not necessary.”

The world spun incredibly fast and had frozen completely over at the same time. Harry just
stared at his husband, unblinking.

“Breathe, Harry.” Long fingers tapped his cheek and red eyes narrowed infinitesimally. Harry
heaved for breath once before the calm managed to swamp him again. Evidently, it was
harder to keep calm when talking about something that was this … confusing and upsetting.
It seemed like Voldemort actually had to work for it. Harry wondered if that was right. If it
was right of him to let Voldemort struggle with that, or if he maybe should let the man retreat
and take responsibility for his own feelings.

Harry stared at the man, undecided, until Voldemort put some pressure on the hand that was
against Harry’s cheek, and Harry rested his head against Voldemort’s shoulder. He would



give it a bit longer, if it seemed like keeping Harry calm gave Voldemort too much hassle, he
would tell him to stop.

“Really?” he asked after long moments in silence.

“Truly.” A hesitation. “Astoria has worked at getting you out of the Manor for weeks, with
my knowledge and blessing. She was thrilled when you asked to accompany her to Diagon
Alley today.”

Harry didn’t know what to say to that, so he said nothing. He had been manipulated, slowly
and well, but he couldn’t be upset about it, even without the calm that filled him. He would
never, even now, have believed in an invitation to join Astoria like he had done today. He
would have assumed it to be some sort of trap, for him to talk to the press, for him to draw
out Hermi or any of his other allies, or one of the many dissidents that still roamed the land,
something, anything.

Suspicion and caution had kept him alive for years, and through so many horrible
experiences, it wasn’t something he could just push aside. So how could he be upset about
the fact that Astoria knew him well enough to not even try to invite him, and instead made
sure he wanted to go enough to ask?

“I may go back and build something more?” he asked after a long silence.

“You may, whenever you want, and have the guards.”

“Oh, alright then.”

Voldemort strengthened his grip around Harry for a short moment before relaxing it again. It
wasn’t frightening, that gesture, not even a bit uncomfortable, and Harry thought that it might
not have been all that uncomfortable even without the calm.

“I will remove the privacy barrier now.”

Harry looked around and for the first time noticed the shimmering magic around them.

“Oh, yeah, right.”

Voldemort removed it and again Harry saw Draco and Astoria on the other sofa. Now Astoria
sat snuggled into Draco with her legs curled under her and Draco’s arm around her. She
smiled at Harry when she saw him, but had to fight to keep it when Voldemort told them, in
very few words, that Harry hadn’t realised that he was free to go out and help, or just meet
people, as he had done today. Harry didn’t mind Voldemort informing them, but he wouldn’t
have found the words himself.

“Sorry about the underhandedness?” Astoria made it a question and quirked an eyebrow.

“I deserved it for being a suspicious bastard,” Harry answered. “I would never have gone,
any other way.”

Astoria nodded. She already knew that.



“Thanks for doing it and putting up with a suspicious bastard despite it all. I appreciate it.”

“It was my pleasure, Harry.” She smiled. “I hope you will come and ask when you would like
to give it another go.”

“Absolutely. Next week, maybe?”

“I will check when we have the opportunity and the people to make it happen.”

“Decorating was great fun, so if anyone wants help to make their place liveable, I wouldn’t
mind helping, in the least. Or I can do the groundwork for a building. I’m happy with either.”
He hesitated. “But maybe decorating was a bit more fun, particularly with the new residents
right there to decide the look of their new home.”

“All the apartments were liveable, Harry, you made sure of that, but I get your meaning and
will keep it in mind.”

“Good. Thank you. Now, I do think I would like to tell the both of you a … thing or two … if
you don’t mind knowing, that is. There will be things I cannot tell you and others that I don’t
have an answer to, but … well, we are living together and there are a few rather obvious
circumstances I guess you could be speculating about.”

“There are, but we don’t need to know anything, not if it makes any of you uncomfortable,”
Astoria said.  

“I have reached a place where I’m … passably alright with you knowing, but it cannot go any
further.”

“Of course not,” Draco said. “Do you want an Oath of Silence?”

“Yes, I do,” Voldemort broke in.

Astoria and Draco got to their feet, drew their wands, and spoke the Oaths that would make
sure that they could not talk or in any other way share this evening’s revelations with anyone.
After a nod from Voldemort, they both sat down again.

“So, apparently surviving the Killing Curse has its own set of consequences,” Harry began.
He would tell the truth, mostly, but in such a way that there would be no need to come close
to dangerous soul magic, soul shards and mind bridges. “The same goes for being blasted to
pieces by a rebounding Killing Curse, and somehow surviving anyway. It’s not possible to
replicate the circumstances to check if a similar outcome would occur, or if this truly was a
one-time phenomenon, so there are quite a few unknowns. The occurrence, as we know it,
did make a mental connection between the parties, Voldemort and myself. I noticed it several
times in my youth, but I was able to master Occlumency some years ago and shut down the
connection. But it wasn’t gone, and when Voldemort and I spent time together … it made
itself known, in a rather violent way.”

“When you got so sick you almost died?” Astoria whispered.



“Yes, that was when I noticed the consequences in full. It was made worse by all the violent
and bloody history between us. Being dependent on my enemy while barely sane after years
of war with said enemy … I wasn’t exactly happy about that. For some reason, the
connection between us now demands physical closeness. That is why we retreat every
evening, to minimise the trouble and pain it causes me, and in the long run; would cause
Voldemort. Without that closeness I would grow ill, then even more mentally unstable than I
already am, and then I would most likely die a very painful death.

“I’m still not happy about it, and truth to be told, I probably never will be happy about being
so dependent on another being, former enemy made husband aside.”

Harry knew that he most likely would have resented it, even if it had been Hermione he had
been dependent on, in such a way. It would be easier if it had been her, he knew and loved
her and they didn’t have a bloody history of murder and violence, not towards each other at
least, but he would still have resented the need.

Astoria and Draco only had a few questions which applied to Harry’s safety. What were the
warning signs they should look for and what should they do if that happened? Questions that
would have been asked of people that suffered different diseases. Harry wasn’t sick, but the
very general questions made him feel less like a unique specimen, and more like someone
that was learning to live with a set of boundaries brought on by outside forces.

“Harry?” Voldemort’s voice cut into a discussion between Astoria and Harry about whether
Harry could publicly offer his services as an interior decorator for the new apartments, or if
that would just invite trouble.

“Yes?” Harry said and at the same moment noticed his hand clutching Voldemort’s, almost
desperately. “Oh, alright then.”

For once he wasn’t worried, concerned, agitated or aggrieved. He simply said good night to
Astoria and Draco, who for the first time understood why he and Voldemort withdrew at this
time every night. Voldemort told them that he at least wouldn’t come back down, he had
some work to do, and Harry admitted that he was done for the day too.

Not long after Harry rested in Voldemort’s arms. Still calm. Still safe. Still knowing that he
wouldn’t have felt either without Voldemort forcing it on him, and he still didn’t care. He
needed this calm, he wanted it, he wanted the reminder that not every day had to be a fight,
not every day had to be a struggle.

Voldemort stroked his back and Harry pressed his face against the man’s neck, inhaling his
scent of wild, green places. He wondered vaguely why Voldemort sometimes smelled like
that and other times of cool desert nights, and sometimes both.

Harry felt Voldemort press his lips lightly against Harry’s temple. They remained there, cool
and soft, and Harry experienced a strange kind of peace. He took a deep breath and relaxed
even heavier against Voldemort. One tear ran down his face from behind his closed eyelids.

He was safe. He knew that now. Not because Voldemort made him feel it, no. He knew it
because in that moment he finally let himself accept what his mind had known for weeks.



He was safe.

Harry Potter was safer now than he had ever been in his life.

He was safe.

Voldemort would never hurt or harm him again. Voldemort would never, ever kill him.

He was safe.

In his mind he had known that for weeks, but he hadn’t accepted it, not truly. He hadn’t been
able to genuinely feel it. Not even with the mind bridge. But with those lips against his
temple the knowledge, the feeling, sank down into his blood and bones.

Finally, and completely.

Harry was safe from Voldemort. He was safe with Voldemort. He would still have restrictions
in his life, he was still bound to the man by marriage and in both mind and soul. But he was
safe.

Harry was truly safe. Another silent tear ran down his cheek and he gave a small sigh.

Voldemort removed his lips and placed a long-fingered hand around the back of Harry’s head.
A bit like he didn’t entirely realise what he had done. It made Harry feel even better, even
safer. Another confirmation that it wasn’t only him the soul connection was working on.  

He wasn’t alone.

And he was safe.

Chapter End Notes

Finally, Harry realised that he is actually safe with Voldemort! Finally! That took some
time and work. I hope you liked the way I dealt with it and that the path there made
sense.

Thank you so much for the comments, the subscriptions, and the kudos! They are much
appreciated! I love to hear what you think about the story and the characters! Each and
every comment makes me smile!

Hope you liked it! Please review!



Power and Magic

Chapter Notes

See the end of the chapter for notes

Harry ducked his head under the stream of hot water, trying to drown out the screams in the
back of his mind. The sound of water didn’t help much.

It had been raining that day too.

One of the things that had happened during the conversation the previous evening was that
Harry now was cleared by Astoria to begin to build up his strength and stamina again, if he
was careful and used time and did it properly. He knew Astoria would watch him like a hawk.

Later he had fallen asleep in Voldemort’s arms. Again. This time the surprise wasn’t as great
and he didn’t discombobulate him at all, he could understand it. Why wouldn’t he fall asleep
when he was that relaxed? It made sense. The fact that he hadn’t had any nightmares or even
slept fitfully wasn’t as comprehensible, but he had slept well and woken early. After a cup of
coffee and his nutrient potion he had gone for a fast walk and a short swim in the lake. The
weather was still hot, but overcast and Harry had a feeling it would turn wet and cold soon
enough.

He flinched when a voice screamed, and someone cackled maniacally. Damn Bellatrix
Lestrange. He looked at his hand with its missing little finger. Damn Bellatrix Lestrange to
Hell. He could hear Hermione snarling curses with a vengeance through the rain and thunder.
Someone was screaming in pain. Not Bellatrix, unfortunately. A small voice, pleading …

Harry gasped and hit the bathroom wall with the flat of his palm, the stinging pain pushed the
voices aside. At least for the moment.

He sighed and got out of the shower. Dobby had a sandwich and a coffee waiting for him on
the balcony and he read the papers while eating. The Prophet was still censored as he
preferred, with whole articles blacked out. He could still read Titbits without any editing. He
soon found Skeeters piece with the interview with him, but he didn’t come far before Dobby
popped in, bowed, and said:

“Master Harry sir, Lord Voldemort is asking Dobby to asking Master Harry if Master Harry is
wanting to have lunch with the rest of the house.”

Harry lips twitched at the thought that house elves could call Voldemort by his name when
his own people flinched from just hearing it. But then, Dobby did so at Harry’s urging and
with Voldemort’s approval, because Harry had no wish to hear about the Dark Lord more
than he absolutely had to. Then he thought about Dobby’s words. The screaming had mostly
stopped, he should be safe to be around, he hoped.

“Dobby, would you tell Voldemort that I have a small case of ‘Breakfast and Hellfire’, but
that I think I’m fit for company if they are willing to take that chance, and don’t plan on any



wild discussions.”

“Dobby will be doing that right away, Master Harry!” Dobby popped away and was back just
moments later. “Master Harry, Lord Voldemort is telling Dobby that there is not to be any
wild discussions and that Master Harry is to be safe.”

Harry closed his eyes and remembered cool, soft lips against his temple. Safe. He truly was
safe. Not only in the vicinity, but in the literal arms of the man that had killed his parents to
get to him; he was safe. Harry didn’t for one moment believe that he would always be able to
remember and act on this knowledge, anxiety and rage and hallucinations would see to that.
But from time to time, maybe even most of the time if he was lucky, he would be able to
remember, to truly know, that he was safe now.

Without considering it further, Harry gathered his newspapers and followed Dobby to the
lunchroom. The three others were already seated.

“I have to admit Harry, I like your codeword,” Astoria said with a grin and gave him a fresh
cup of coffee.

“Suitably dramatic,” Draco commented.

“Uhm …” Harry sat down and took the cup from Astoria with a small smile and a thanks.  

“‘Breakfast and Hellfire’,” Astoria said.

“At least no one can claim that I didn’t give warning,” Harry shrugged.

“How did you sleep, Harry?” Voldemort asked.

“The night was fine, the morning was hell, even if I finally got to go swimming again. Just in
time for the swimming season to come to an end.” He scowled out the windows and at the
heavy, grey sky. “Astoria, I keep forgetting to ask; do you want your newspapers back after I
have read them?” He held up the two papers.

“I have my own, thank you.” She hesitated. “What do you mean ‘Do I want them back’?”

“They aren’t yours? I don’t subscribe to either of them, and The Prophet is edited, so I
thought …” Astoria deliberately shook her head and one look at Draco told him the blond
man had no idea what was going on, so Harry slowly turned to Voldemort, who drank his tea
in silence.

Harry opened his mind door and felt Voldemort doing the same just moments later, like he
usually did. Only on a very few occasions in the last weeks had Voldemort not opened his
mind door when Harry opened his. Harry supposed those were the times when Voldemort
wanted a privacy he couldn’t get when the mind doors were open, so Harry didn’t comment
on it. Now Voldemort was feeling undeniably smug, with more than a hint of amusement on
the side.

Harry blinked at him, and then blinked again. For some reason he had never imagined, in his
wildest dreams, that Voldemort would have taken the time not only to send Harry his copies



of the two papers, but to edit The Prophet so Harry could read it without wanting to shred the
paper, or the entire world. For one moment Harry wondered if Voldemort and Astoria had
planned their two-pronged attack with regards to get Harry to pay attention to what was
happening in the world, by both sending him the newspapers and giving him political books
and papers to read, and carefully dragging him into discussions and meetings.

He pushed the thought aside. Not only didn’t it matter now, but it was Harry that at first had
wanted to read the book Magical Politics. Sure, it had been on Voldemort’s recommendation,
but it was Harry that had decided to read it and then ask Astoria for similar books and then
take her up on the offer to read about the policies that the new regime was putting into place.
They had given him an offer, without any strings attached, and he had taken it. It might be
seen as more manipulation, but Harry realised that it had done him good. Just as the
manipulation to get him to Diagon Alley had done him good. Not all manipulations were bad,
and he had never expected to avoid manipulations in a household full of Slytherins.

“Do you want your papers back?” Harry asked, eyes on Voldemort, and held up the
newspapers.

“No, thank you Harry, I make certain that I am finished with them when I give them to you.
But then again, maybe I would like to keep the interview you had with Miss Skeeter, if you
do not want it. You do truly have a way with words, even when the words promise death and
ruin.”

“I haven’t read it yet, but I will give it to you when I have.”

“Nagini and I especially liked your comments about her. A cuddle bug, was it? And a brat
and a worrywart?”

“And tattletale, do not forget that part,” Harry added.

“How could I ever forget that part?” Voldemort asked, silent laughter coming towards Harry
from the other side of the mind bridge.

Astoria was smiling behind her teacup and Harry helped himself to a scone. He had just
eaten, but a scone with his coffee was alright.

“I hope there won’t be any repercussions from my statements about Muggle technology and
warfare,” Harry added and sent Voldemort a worried glance. “I don’t want to frighten people,
but as far as I know I only spoke the truth.”

“Unfortunately, I have to agree with all you said.” Nothing but a calm acceptance, and a bit
of unhappiness was felt from Voldemort. “Even with all the protections we have at the
moment, and all the protections we will find and begin to use in the future, we will be
discovered at some point.” The unhappiness turned to a heavier concern. “Then we will be at
war again, of that I have little doubt, against an enemy that has a lot more people than us, and
weapons we cannot use or defend against.”

“Of course we can use their weapons, we have hands too,” Harry said dryly. “And while we
right now have little to use as defence against such weapons, or such numbers, it will not



happen tomorrow, next year, or even in a decade. The better we can separate our two
communities, the longer we will have before they discover us, and the longer they will use to
make weapons against magic.”

The mood in the room had definitely taken a turn for the worse, and because Harry had spent
the morning in memories of war, he didn’t much want to spend any more time thinking about
war.

“I’m curious, Voldemort, may I ask you a strange question?”

Voldemort looked at him and lifted an eyebrow, his own curiosity coming to meet Harry’s
along the bridge.

“You may, but I may not answer.”

Voldemort often said that, and so far, he had answered a lot more than he had declined to
answer.

“I cannot remember ever seeing you using shoes, or any kind of footwear, why is that?”

Voldemort smirked openly, eyes gleaming, amusement and smugness swirling in his mind. “I
could answer you, but the answer would make a lot more sense if I showed you. Would you
care to join me in the garden after lunch?”

“I believe I will,” Harry answered.

That was why Voldemort led the three of them out into the garden after lunch. Astoria and
Draco were easily invited by Harry, and not disinvited by Voldemort, so the answer couldn’t
be that much of a secret.

“Take off your shoes and socks and stand on the grass,” Voldemort told them.

Both Astoria and Draco hesitated, doing so probably wasn’t a proper thing to do, in pure-
blood circles, but then they grinned at each other and did as Voldemort said. Harry was
already barefoot on the grass.

“Release any shields or barriers you have around your magic, so it can flow free without any
kind of hindrance.”

Harry stripped his shields off his magic and let it loose to flow over the garden, the Manor
and the rest of the grounds. Approval and satisfaction reached him from Voldemort and the
man was eyeing him with a glint in his eye. Under the approval and the satisfaction was a
hint of something else. Harry only got a tiny glimpse of it before Voldemort shoved it away.
His action didn’t worry Harry, there was no maliciousness towards Harry at all, no hatred or
disapproval. And the more Harry thought of it, the more he believed the feeling Voldemort
had pushed away to be along the lines of pleasure or excitement. It didn’t really surprise him.
Voldemort was sane now and that did change a lot about him, but not everything. Craving
power and appreciating power in someone else was apparently one of the things that had not



changed. Harry could live with that, and he knew Voldemort would be able to read his
acceptance from his mind.  

“Now, connect with your core,” Voldemort said. “This might not work for everybody here,
but after connecting with your core, extend your magic outwards, while staying connected
with your core. As if you have one hand around something and stretch your other hand out.”

Harry took a deep breath and felt the glow and the power of his magical core. He would like
to say it was in his chest, or along his spine, or in his head, but it was all that, and none. His
core was as insubstantial and as important as his soul, and was quite impossible to pinpoint.
He was his magic, his magic was him, and now he was focusing his magic outwards,
wondering what he was reaching for.

Something tickled against him. Teasing, there and gone.

He stretched further and felt a tingling sensation in his mind, in his core. A connection. A
presence. A deep breath later and the sensation swelled within him. Down from the sky and
air. Up from the soft earth and stone. Connection. Life. Magic. Everywhere around him. Over
him, underneath him, in him, in the air and the light, and in the grass and the trees, and in the
water. He could sense it, feel it, touch it.

Massive lines of energy, of magic, twisted deep under his feet, and he reached down and
touched it, it sparked and sparkled and …

“Careful, Harry, do not play with the ley lines unless you know what you are doing.”

Harry pulled back. Yes, better not to play with the ley lines. He had used them to power both
magical rituals and wards, before, but he had never felt them, almost seen them, like this.
Never connected with them directly. Broad bands of shining, pulsing energy, of magic, deep,
deep underneath them.

Amusement from Voldemort. Harry had closed his eyes at some point, but he didn’t need to
open his eyes to know that Voldemort was assessing him with a knowing smirk in his eyes.

“Ley lines?” Astoria asked. “It’s possible to actually feel them? I can’t feel anything, but I
might not be able to. Or maybe I’m not doing it right.”

“Me neither,” Draco admitted.

“If you have less magic to reach out with, it might take more time and practice to manage,”
Voldemort said. “It is also more hazardous to both touch and use the ley lines in magical
workings, if you do not have a proper layer of magic to protect your own core from the force
of the lines. It is the work of a moment to become a burnt-out husk, with no magic left, if you
do not treat the lines with proper respect and care. There are rituals that can help to protect
yourself before you work with the ley lines, should one want to or need to.”

“But it’s not only the lines, is it? It’s everywhere, the magic? I can’t remember ever hearing
or reading about this phenomenon.” Harry felt the touch and tingles of magic around him in



the air. Almost like invisible, glittering dust motes that danced around him. A feeling, not
something he could see.

“Ambient magic, yes,” Voldemort said. “You can feel it, if you know what you are watching
for, but it is not possible to use without a ritual to draw it in, not like the ley lines that can be
used directly if you are strong enough and know what you are doing.”

“Ambient magic. Never heard the term before,” Harry admitted.

“I have a couple of books in Greek, if you are interested?”

“I could give them a try.”

“My Lord, your appearance …” Astoria sounded hesitant and worried and in hindsight Harry
knew he should not have opened his eyes right then.

He opened his eyes, and looked straight at Voldemort in his most serpentine form for the first
time since they got married. His skin was white, his face and body gaunt and bony, his eyes
were blood-shot in addition to the ruby coloured irises, he had no hair at all, and his nose was
the well-known snake-like slits.

It was the form that had risen from the cauldron, with the help of Harry’s own blood, forcibly
taken. The form that had fought him in the Ministry a year later, just after Sirius was killed.
The form he had seen and fought time and time again, for so many years.

So much fear. So much pain. So much blood. For so long.

So bloody long.

When would it stop? Would it ever?

Thunder rolled and smashed. Rain hammered down around him. People screamed and cursed
and ran. Curses sailed through the air. He was casting shields behind him. Mud squelched
under his feet while he ran after Hermione with five Death Eaters after them. They skidded
around a corner of a house and slammed into the wall, breathing hard. The taste of mud and
blood and tears on his lips.

“Fuck. Fuck. Fuck,” Hermione muttered. Tears and blood mixing down her cheeks.
“Neville!” she sobbed.

“Focus! We are not dead yet, Hermi!” Harry snapped, not thinking about his friend in the
mud, face down and covered in blood. So much blood. He wasn’t thinking about it.

“Sword!” Hermione snarled, pushing away from the wall again.

“Shield,” Harry confirmed and then they were around the corner, face to face with the five
Death Eaters. Harry shielded them and Hermione ripped them apart, literally, limb for limb.

Their screams blended with the rest of the noise from the battle.



“Harry?” It was a sibilant hiss and Harry realised he was at Malfoy Manor, it was light out
and while the sky was grey, it wasn’t raining. There was no battle. There hadn’t been a battle
for some time now. They were at peace. He had his wand in his hand and his magic was
crackling around him. Flares of power danced through the air and extinguished. He had
managed to keep most of his magic back. There were no waves of gold and black. That was
something, at least.

“Do. Not. Move,” Harry whispered between stiff lips. “Please!” he begged.

He could feel Astoria and Draco freeze to the side of him.

Thunder rolled and he opened his eyes wide and looked up at the dry sky. There was no
thunder. There were no screams. There was no battle. The grass was green and dry beneath
his feet. He was warm and not soaked through to the skin with icy rain. The battle was long
over. The dead counted and cremated, the ashes spread and the wine drunk.

It was over.

It was over.

There was no war.

No battles to fight.

No enemies for him to kill and destroy.

Just his husband, that he needed to be able to live with.

Just enemies turned possible allies and friends.

Just … no Hermione.

Hermione … Hermi …

A hoarse laughter filled the air. Get a grip, Potter! I’m not going anywhere! I’m an owl or a
Patronus away, as always, you bastard!

 “Bitch,” Harry muttered back.

A cackle was his only answer. No more real than the battle in the back of his mind.

He focused on the here and now again. On the mind bridge that his husband had kept open
between them, open, but quiet. There was no hostility towards Harry, even with Voldemort’s
appearance, even with the threat Harry was right now. Harry swallowed hard and
concentrated on the calm Voldemort was feeling. No wild hatred. No rage. No bloodlust. Just
calm, with a hint of trepidation. They both knew that if Harry lost it now, Voldemort didn’t
have any choice but to respond, and there weren’t a lot of mild spells or curses he could use
against Harry’s fear and rage.

If Harry truly lost it …



*You have not attacked yet,* Voldemort’s voice filled his mind. *That has to count for
something.*

His voice was the same as always, in here, no hiss at all. He felt the same too. Like the man
Harry very slowly was getting to know and even trust. No strange, new, and unpredictable
feelings. Only Voldemort, only his husband, who despite it all really tried to help Harry now.
Really tried to understand him.

*I don’t want to. I really, really don’t want to,* Harry whispered. *But … memories and
sorrow and pain … so much pain …*

*Yes, I can feel it through you, even if it is just memories. I apologise for this, Harry. I spent
the morning discussing and negotiating with the goblins, when I thought we were done. It
made me … irate. And touching the ley lines can at times have inadvertent consequences.
This time it stripped me of my glamour.*

*You don’t feel irate,* Harry commented.

Voldemort did something and now Harry could feel some exasperation from his husband
before Voldemort pushed it away again, feeling mostly calm. But now that Harry knew what
to look for, he noticed that the annoyance was far from gone, just pushed far back.

*My Occlumency shields help me keep it in check, but it is still there, thus my appearance.
No one died.*

Harry swallowed and looked harder at Voldemort’s feelings. Voldemort let him. Yes, the
irritation was there, but the feeling of calm was greater and even the trepidation was closer
than the irritation. There was also some approval and curiosity.

*I think … I think I will just sit down here for a while, and let you leave,* Harry stated after
a while, when he thought he would be able to sit down with people around him. *It’s best if I
don’t focus too much outwards right now. Tell me when you have left.*

*Are you safe to leave alone?* Voldemort asked.

*Safe enough for a little while, but send Dobby in about five minutes. I will try to have tea
with you, but I make no promises.*

*Of course.*

Harry heard just a rustle of cloth against cloth and then silence.

Voldemort’s voice filled his mind some minutes later, smooth and calm. *By the way, Harry,
the answer to your question about why I do not use shoes; I find it much easier to connect
both with the ley lines and with the ambient magic when my feet can touch the bare earth.
Why would I use shoes when I have magic to protect and warm my feet, when required?*

*I see your point,* Harry admitted.

*Do tell me if I succeed in converting you to the cult of the bare-footed.*



Harry snorted aloud. *I like my shoes, thank you very much. But I appreciate knowing what’s
behind your choice.*

*But of course, husband.*

That evening when the soul shard made itself known and Voldemort and Harry retreated to
Harry’s room and bed, Harry asked if Voldemort was fine with resting front to front again.

“If that is your wish, Harry, then I would be happy to oblige,” Voldemort said carefully. His
feelings conveyed only calm reassurance and Harry found it surprisingly easy to actually
snuggle close to him, just as he had done the evening before. Voldemort put his arms around
him and held him with exactly the right pressure, probably helped by the open mind doors
between them.

“It’s been a horrid day with too many painful memories,” Harry murmured.

“I gathered as much,” Voldemort said, soft silk in his voice, calming, supporting, just as the
arms around Harry and the thumb that slowly, gently, stroked against his shoulder.

“I feel … utterly exhausted by it,” Harry admitted, a bit surprised by himself for admitting to
something like that, so openly. But he was too worn out to even consider why he did or why
he shouldn’t or why it was alright to admit to it. Too weary to think any more, about
anything.

“That is understandable, Harry, do you want a break, like yesterday?”

“No, no … I … I’m alright, right now, I just … Could you talk about something, anything,
that hasn’t to do with war and pain and loss? So I don’t have any silence to think in, right
now? Please?” He should probably be a bit abashed about the fact that his voice broke at the
last word and that a few tears ran down his face, in pure exhaustion. He should probably
dislike the fact the Voldemort noticed and softly wiped a way the tears with gentle fingertips.
But he couldn’t be bothered by it, not right now. Instead, he burrowed his face into
Voldemort’s neck and gave a tiny sigh when Voldemort carded a long hand through his hair a
few times before he stopped and let it rest against the back of Harry’s head, and thus held him
against the other man.

He felt safe again in his husband’s arms, even without the calm that came with being on a
mental break. Safe and calm and even looked after, right here, right now. Even with the
horrible and exhausting day he had had, full of pain and screams and memories of loss and
rage and horror.

All he could read from Voldemort’s feelings was calm and care and Harry thought there even
was a bit of a wish to protect.

“I could talk about a book I finished the other day. It was Muggle fantasy novel,” Voldemort
inquired.

“That sounds safe enough. Please tell me about it, and what you thought about it.”



“Very well. It was a novel by a Muggle author I like quite a bit. It is a part of a long series
with a lot of different characters and storylines. I do not know if you have read or heard about
Discworld?”

“It does ring a bell, but I don’t think I have read it. Tell me about it.”

So, Voldemort did, and Harry remained in his arms, exhausted and tired beyond belief, but
calm and safe and cared for.
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The Battle Call
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Harry Potter was not an indoor person, Astoria decided when summer turned into autumn
with cold rain and harsh winds. After just one week where Harry couldn’t enjoy the outside,
he became as snappish as a hungry snake with a toothache, and much more dangerous. She
wasn’t entirely certain if his bad mood came from not being able to be outside or not being
able to be as physically active as he obviously preferred. Because she knew that he did run or
at least took a walk outside every day, no matter the weather, and used the duelling room with
his cards, she tended to think it was because he couldn’t be outside, more than the fact that he
couldn’t be physically active. Because the man decidedly was physically active.

Nevertheless, after weeks of bad weather and an even worse temper from Harry, she decided
that a two-pronged attack was the best, before someone got cursed or killed, and moved their
tea from their usual parlour to the big conservatory that was built directly up against the
Manor.

She eyed Harry while the man slowly took in the gigantic space, filled with green plants,
trees, flowers and even birds and butterflies. In the middle of a lawn there was a smallish
table and four cushioned chairs.

“Extension Charm?” Harry asked after a few moments, watching a red and black bird in a
tree.

“Yes,” Astoria answered.

“Is that a brook I hear?”

Astoria smiled. “Yes, there is a small pool there too, with some fish. It’s not big enough to
swim in, though.”

“I truly love magic.” He looked up at the glass roof high above their heads, with grey skies
filled with rain, and then he closed his eyes. “I don’t like crowded or small places anymore,”
he admitted in a whisper. “I know the Manor’s rooms are far from small, but I spent most of
the war in a tent in the woods. The last place I lived, before this, was in an abandoned factory.
I used a corner of a cavernous and completely empty room.”

“I see,” she whispered back. “We will take our tea here, from now on, and you are very
welcome to spend as much time as you want in here, if it helps you at all.”

“Thanks.”

She wasn’t sure if she imagined his shoulders relaxing or not.

“Come, the tea is served.”



They joined their husbands at the table. The Dark Lord and Harry exchanged a nod, as usual.
Voldemort filled and prepared Harry’s cup and gave it to him. That was not usual, but it had
happened before.

“Thanks.” Harry sipped at his tea without any hesitation or animosity at all, before he took a
scone from the plate Draco handed him.

“I have been thinking …” Astoria began, eyeing Harry.

“That sounds dangerous,” Harry said without missing a beat.

The Dark Lord made a sound that Astoria would have categorised as a snort, if it had come
from anyone else.

No, who was she kidding. Harry had made the Dark Lord snort.

“No, Harry, it is only you who are dangerous when you begin to think,” the Dark Lord said
affably.

“Tsk, says you.” Harry waved it away, in the manner only he, as the Dark Lord’s husband,
could get away with. Astoria wondered if he realised that or not. “I’m sorry, Astoria, you
were saying?”

“I have been thinking about enlarging the conservatory a bit more and installing a pool, one
big enough to swim in. Do you believe we know anyone who could do that, and that would
have some enjoyment of using such a pool?”

That was the second part of her plan to get Harry out of his dangerous mood. He used
everything from some hours to a day each week in Diagon Alley to build houses, furnish
apartments and decorate, and he had already made some changes in the wing where he and
the Dark Lord lived, so she knew that he liked such work. Even in his new, generally foul
mood, he could smile on the days where he could build and create.

Those green eyes grew wide. “I would absolutely love to do that! May I make a beach too?”

“Of course.”

Harry grinned, already making plans in his head, she was certain. “I will begin right after tea.
Should I make a new space beside the conservatory, or should I enlarge the charm you
already have?”

“I would not try to enlarge the previously set charm,” the Dark Lord said, before Astoria
managed to open her mouth and admit that she didn’t know. “Unless you know something I
do not, you will not be able to expand the Extension Charm further and you will risk it
collapsing the already enlarged space. Build a small conservatory next to this and enlarge
that. And please, make certain that you know what you are doing prior to making that pool.”

“Of course.”



They continued talking and making plans, and before they left the table Harry and Draco
agreed on trying out their brooms on the Quidditch pitch as soon as the wind and rain let up
just a little, as it had been almost storming the last two days.

“Harry, it is a Break Day today. Would you still like a break?” the Dark Lord asked as he got
to his feet.

That had been happening two times a week for weeks now, and Astoria found the question
and the wording to be practically formalised. Even if Harry always answered in the
affirmative, the Dark Lord made sure to remind him that it was a Break Day around tea and
always carefully asked if Harry wanted a break or not. Probably because it was so much in
that situation that Harry couldn’t decide for himself.

She and Draco had seen Harry on his breaks at least once a week since that first time. It was
almost like seeing another man. She couldn’t deny that she liked seeing that side of him and
that she hoped that he one day would be able to be that relaxed without outside influence.

Harry froze for a moment where he sat, while the rest of them stood around the table.

“You are, as always, free to refuse,” the Dark Lord added.

“I’m still worried that I will become addicted,” Harry admitted.

Astoria hesitated and looked at her Lord who saw her glance and nodded at her.

“The end of the war is just a few months back, Harry,” Astoria said. “It will take time, for
you and for everyone else, to realise that it truly has ended, and be able to move on. Time and
work. At some point you will be able to relax in your everyday life. So even if you become
addicted to that special kind of calm, in time, you won’t need it as much as you do now.

“Look at it like you look at the use of the Dreamless Sleep potion or the milder sleep potion.
Right now, you need it to sleep, to get through the night and function in the day. In a few
months, maybe you only need it now and again, and in a year, maybe not at all. This situation
is extreme, all around. That does not signify that it will always be that way.”

Harry looked at her with a small smile. “It shows that you went for the Mind Healer studies.”

She sniffed. “I should certainly hope so, with all the work I put down. And I haven’t given up
working on curse breaking, I only decided to put it on hold because Mind Healers are very
much needed.”

He nodded. “Good choice.” He looked away before looking at the Dark Lord. “Yes, please, I
would like a break today. After dinner?”

“After dinner.” The Dark Lord nodded at Harry and left.

Even if Astoria and Draco had gotten to their feet when the Dark Lord did, they didn’t bow.
Probably because Harry had used the weeks since they came to the agreement, reminding
them that they didn’t have to, every time they did bow. And he wasn’t nice about it either.
Even now, those green eyes shone with a teasing glint.



“Yes, yes, we don’t need to rise when our Lord does. We know,” Astoria met the green eyes
and rolled hers.

He snorted and she knew she was free to continue, so she did.

“Now, get up and go get started with the pool. Shoo!” She flapped her hands at him in a shoo-
ing motion and he got up with half a laugh. Already it seemed like her plan worked. She was
a genius.

“Yes, my Lady!” He disappeared into the trees.

Draco put a hand on her arm, and she turned to see his worried silver eyes.

“Be careful, please,” he whispered.

She put her hand on top of his. “I am, I promise. I have noticed that he does like banter and
some kind of bickering, in the right situations. And that he isn’t one to stand on ceremony,
not one to enjoy stiff words and bowing and not one to choose his words with exquisite care.
That just isn’t him, and I think it’s better if he has someone that can respond in kind. Other
than the Dark Lord.”

It was still so strange, almost shocking, to hear when those two began bandying words
around. But it was good too, to know that Harry felt safe enough and comfortable enough
with the Dark Lord to do so.

One should be that safe with one’s husband, Astoria thought and looked at her own husband
with a small smile.

“Besides, I find it fun,” she admitted. “I have never had a friendship where we …
communicated … like that. I’m not certain I can call us friends yet, but I do hope we will be,
Draco, I do hope that. Because I think that having Harry as a friend would be great fun and
… well, probably quite educational too.”

“As long as you know what you are doing,” Draco said.

“I’m careful and don’t push more than I think Harry is comfortable with, on any given day.
We are all … not as strong and stable as we should be; as we one day will be.”

And I always know what I’m doing, she added silently while she heard Harry finally move
out of hearing range.

 

XXXXX

 

Astoria was just about to cut into her juicy dinner steak when she felt the wards around the
property quiver as someone ran through them. Someone that was allowed on the property, but
running … She put down her knife and fork and began to turn towards the Dark Lord when



Harry got to his feet across from her and turned halfway towards the door, his face a mask
and his wand at the ready. The Dark Lord followed suit, wand at the ready and his magic
flowing from him in invisible, dark waves.

“Incoming,” Harry hissed, not taking his eyes from the door.

Astoria and Draco got to their feet and Astoria pushed her magic to close down the estate
completely. Now, no one could arrive or leave without her permission.

They heard the double doors to the outside being slammed open and then running feet, an all-
out sprint. Someone shouted through the house:

“Elf; the Dark Lord, get me to the Dark Lord!”

A pop later and Prim arrived with Germain Bandini, his robes askew, ripped and bloodied,
his face ashen and his dark eyes wild. He almost crashed to the floor in front of the Dark
Lord, breathing hard.

“Report,” the Dark Lord said icily.

“Attack on the tent camp outside of Hogsmeade, my Lord. On the builders and the new
residents; families! They went straight for the children!” Bandini looked up at their Lord and
the fear and hatred, the despair, in his face made Astoria queasy. “I believe I was the only one
there with free access to Malfoy Manor, but I’m also one of the best fighters.” He whimpered
at the thought of having left a fight where his expertise might have been crucial.

A shimmering mist coalesced in front of Harry and the magnificent stag that was Harry’s
Patronus tossed its head and stood still.

“Badger, attack on Hogsmeade. Likely the child-murderers. Bring everyone you safely can,
as fast as you can.”

The Patronus hadn’t left before a new one stood in front of Harry, awaiting its orders. Astoria
cast a look at the Dark Lord, he didn’t seem inclined to interfere with Harry.

“Dragon, attack on Hogsmeade. Likely the child-murderers. Assistance appreciated. Valar
Morghulis.”

Harry turned to the Dark Lord. His green eyes were shining eerily and Astoria was sure that
the moment he let down his shields, his magic would storm through the room and drag
everyone with him.

“Astoria, when we have gathered …” the Dark Lord began, only to have Harry take a step
closer to him and interrupt.

“I married you so that the attacks on children would be stopped,” Harry stated calmly, far too
calmly. “That was the only reason. Adults are free to exterminate each other as they please. I
do not care. Children are innocents and to be protected. I want this command.”



Astoria had never seen Harry like this. Not while he had been at Malfoy Manor, and probably
not in battle either, because she believed his annoyance when he had told her he never got to
lead, or even much of a say, in the battleplans during the war. She didn’t know if he truly
knew how to lead, but she had enough faith in him to realise that he wouldn’t ask for a
command that was this important, if he didn’t know how to do it. Or ask … she wasn’t
entirely certain she could call what he had done for asking …

The Dark Lord looked at Astoria and she realised that he actually wanted her opinion on this,
because she was the one that most often led his forces into battle, if the Dark Lord had other
business or wanted to split his forces. Or if he wanted to go in on his own, as he sometimes
did, to her everlasting frustration. She couldn’t protect her Lord if she didn’t know where he
was!

Astoria bowed towards Harry, ceding her right to command to him. As she should. He was
the Dark Lord’s husband, his equal, after all.

“The command is yours,” the Dark Lord told Harry, and made no other comment on Harry’s
words.

Astoria herself felt just a bit aghast. If Harry hadn’t got to know about the group, or groups,
that targeted children on the same day that he had gotten the offer of a peace treaty and
marriage, the war would still be raging. Harry had never stated it before, had never hinted at
it at all, but she believed him. If not for this group and their horrible, despicable doings, the
magical world would still be at war, because Harry didn’t care about what adults did to each
other.

“We will capture if we can,” Harry said, “but if the choice is that they escape or we kill them,
then there will be no mercy.”

“It is your command, Harry, and I agree that it is better that we kill them, than that they
escape and get to try yet again. Astoria, lower the wards and give me your arm.” The Dark
Lord held out a hand towards her, and she bared her Dark Mark and held out her arm the
moment after she had lowered the wards to let people enter. A moment later a sharp blaze of
pain scorched through her body and ebbed into pleasure before it disappeared. 

While that happened Harry told Bandini to return to the fight and defend all he could, before
he got Dobby to fetch him a beaded handbag. When the elf gave him the bag, Harry hesitated
for just a moment before meeting those huge, yellow-green eyes.

“Dobby, I want you to get all the elves at Malfoy Manor that would be willing to go into a
battle to save the children that are being targeted. Understand; no one is asked to do anything
they don’t want to do, because it will be very dangerous and you will basically be kidnapping
children on my command, but still … ask them if they are willing. We need to get those
children out.”

“Dobby will be doing that at once, Master Harry! And Dobby be volunteering to help Master
Harry save children!” He popped away. 



Harry met Astoria’s gaze with steel in those green eyes. “I won’t be ordering them into the
fray, but neither will I ask you for permission to save children in any way possible, even if
that will cost you, us, elves.”

“Of course not, my Lord.” Astoria bowed from the neck. “If I had thought about it, I would
have asked the Manor’s elves myself. They have the right to decide what they are willing to
sacrifice their lives for.”

Harry gave her a nod before he began dragging things out of the beaded bag. She saw him
strap two holstered wands onto a wrist and an ankle before she realised that she had to change
too.

“Prim, please get our fighting gear, no masks.” Harry really didn’t like those masks, which
she could understand all too easily. While she did like them, and appreciated the safety the
mask with its runes gave her face, it was more important to give Harry the opportunity to see
those around him.

She got out of her shoes, her expensive and inconvenient jewellery and her long, dress-like
robe that had no place in a fight. As always she stopped caring about modesty the moment
she knew she had to fight, even if that left her in her undergarments for all to see. Granted,
her underwear was covered by a grey, almost knee long dress with small sleeves, but there
was no doubt about the fact that the dress was an undergarment. Draco began changing too,
and Prim gave them their boots and robes and cloaks and extra wands in holsters when they
were ready for them, so when Harry was done changing, Astoria had only to stash her
Healing gear and potions in her deep pockets and Draco had to put away his knives, before
they were completely ready.

The Dark Lord had transfigured his usual robes to dark green fighting robes and that was
most likely all he felt he needed. He had always been invincible in a fight and in the last few
months he had become even better, even faster and with an even bigger repertoire of spells.
Besides, she was quite certain that he had his own hidden defences that she knew nothing
about.

Harry turned towards them, his magnificent, warded robe flashing once with power while he
closed all the small, warded buttons with a movement of two fingers up his chest, hiding his
protective amulets underneath. He stuck his hand down into the beaded bag again and
dragged up a short sword in a scabbard that fastened itself to his back when he swung it over
his shoulder. His shining green eyes held a new kind of light, a wild light, and then his power
suddenly pounded through her. Wild, yes. Feral and ferocious, raging and utterly glorious.
She gritted her teeth; it was all she could do not to embarrass herself by moaning. Beside her
Draco gave a small gasp.

“Astoria, would you like to play with fire with me?” Harry’s voice was different now, it held
an ethereal sound, from deep grottos and silent groves, and it came in a sing-song croon.

Astoria met his green gaze, felt his power swirl around her, and knew that he had stopped
fighting his rage and violence, he had stopped trying to keep himself in check. He was one
small step away from true insanity, and she wanted nothing more than to smile at him, smile
and yield to his every wish.



The kind of power that now was flowing around him was truly intoxicating and dangerously
addictive. She wondered if she would have reacted the same way to the Dark Lord’s power, if
he didn’t have most of it unleashed all the time. She wondered if she ever would get used to
Harry’s power, if he would ever stop shielding it.

“What would that entail, my Lord?” she asked, as steadily as she could. She thought she
managed fairly well. “My Mother always told me not to play with unknown magics.”

“She sounds like a smart woman,” Harry said, still with that sing-song croon. “I have a rune
array that will make it possible for three additional people to use the Fiendfyre I cast; we will
make a net of it. I’m the caster and control it, no one can lose control over the curse, but me.
To dissolve the fire, you let go of your wand for a moment, that’s all, and your part of the fire
will be gone, without any possibility to return. That’s the failsafe. Setting up anti-apparition
and anti-portkey wards will take too much time. Scaring the shite out of the bastards might
make them forget for a moment that they can get away, and we might get to them.”

Astoria nodded, but she had to be absolutely certain that she understood it right, because she
knew that she wasn’t capable of controlling the Fiendfyre Curse herself. “There is no chance
for me to lose control of the curse and doom us all? All I have to do is let go of my wand for
a second, and the fire will disappear?”

“Yes, I have the ultimate control of the curse, and I will cast it, all you have to do is to form
and lead it.”

“Then I very much want to play with fire with you, my Lord.” She gave a shallow bow.

“You truly did “mess about” quite a bit with that curse, did you not, Harry?” the Dark Lord
asked, his ruby eyes gleaming hungrily.

“Quite,” Harry said with a nod towards his husband, turned on his heel and stalked out of the
dining room. “Where are the rest of your forces called to?” he asked, drew his wand, turned
the tip into a very thin and sharp knife, pulled up the sleeve on his left arm and began slicing
up his arm.

“Harry?!”

Astoria was fairly certain she heard both fear and outrage in the Dark Lords voice when he
saw what his husband did. Harry turned towards him and gave a maniacal grin.

“What? Don’t come here and tell me you never tried out blood-runes? They work a right
treat.” Then he continued to cut into his own arm with fast but precise movements, while still
walking.

The idiot.

“Besides, if anyone tries to harvest the blood to use it against me, it will burn about as badly
as Fiendfyre, just not as fast. Hermi made sure of that failsafe on all the blood-rune arrays we
made.”



All of the arrays, Astoria thought, a bit dazed while she followed her two Lords, all of them.
As in several. Maybe many.

She had never tried to work with blood-runes, they were too dangerous, too powerful, and
simply too easy to make fatal mistakes with for her liking. They were also labelled as Dark,
almost as Dark as Necromancy, and had been outlawed in Britain for just about two centuries.
And here was Harry Potter, the Light’s Golden Boy, the Saviour of the Wizarding World,
openly admitting to not only using blood-runes, but making new arrays with them, and
apparently combining them with curses.

Harry continued on down the hallway with dripping behind him as he cut into his own flesh.
Heeding his warning, she took care not to step in his blood, just in case it could burn right
through her boots.

Silently, Astoria followed in her two Lord’s wake. The war was over, but now there had been
yet another call to battle and she would never shy away from her duty to her Lords or to her
people.
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The Dark Lord led them to the one room in the Manor where it was possible to Apparate and
Floo in. There were some other fireplaces where you could use the Floo to talk, but not arrive
or leave.

“Astoria, hold out your wand hand, with your wand,” Harry said as they arrived in the right
room. Some of the Dark Lord’s forces were here already. Severus, Lucius, Narcissa,
Rabastan, Alecto and a couple more. “After this you can’t put your wand away without
interrupting the working. Got it?”

“Absolutely.” Astoria held out her hand, wand at the ready and Harry laid a bloody hand over
hers and stroked the warm blood, sticky over her hand and out to the tip of her wand.

“Remember, if you let go of the wand, the working is broken and the flames disappear. Have
fun with them, and think smart. We want the bastards terrified and confused.”

“Yes, my Lord,” Astoria gave a bow from the neck.

“Draco, want to play? I need two more for the net to work.” Harry held up a blood dripping
hand and grinned at Draco. Blood pooling on the floor beneath him.

“I would be honoured, my Lord.” Draco gave a bow and held out his wand hand, his wand
already drawn.

Harry covered Draco’s hand and wand in his blood. “Same rules apply. I conjure the fire, you
form and lead it. Hold the bastards there.” Draco bowed again and Harry looked at the Dark
Lord. “You can conjure your own fire and have more fun on your own, don’t you?” he asked.

“I can and I do, yes.”

In more normal situations Astoria would very much have objected to the word fun in a
circumstance where they were going into battle to save children, but she suspected Harry
would have objected too, in a more normal situation. Right at this moment, Harry wasn’t his
more or less functioning self. He was but a small step away from insanity, and an insane
Harry Potter apparently thought battle and killing was fun. His eyes were shining manically
and the smile on his face was truly disturbing. He had jumped straight from calm and



collected, flown high above both hot anger and ice-cold rage, and landed just short of the
drop down into insanity.

Astoria suppressed a shudder and hoped desperately that they would get the chance to drag
Harry back from the edge when the night, and the fight, was over.

Harry looked at the room that was now full of people in black robes and cloaks. Everyone
was looking at Harry where he stood in the middle of the floor. Wand in hand, magic rolling
of him in powerful but invisible waves, black fighting robe almost moulded to his chest and
arms, sword hilt showing over his shoulder, blood dripping red and potent down his arm to
pool on the floor and green eyes glowing in the firelight from the big fireplace and the
candles on the walls.

Even the Dark Lord couldn’t take his eyes off him.

“I need a volunteer to finish my Fiendfyre net to stop these bastards from leaving before we
can get to them,” Harry stated to the room in general. “You do not need to call the fire, I will
do that, all you do is form it and lead it. I will keep the ultimate control all the time.”

Lucius twitched before he did a stupid thing and took one step forward.

The snarl that filled the room the moment after was entirely inhuman and Lucius stumbled
backwards into the ever-growing crowd of fighters. Astoria saw Narcissa straighten her spine
and she smiled. Narcissa would do very well. The older woman took one slow step forward,
then another, and then shook off her reticence and stepped right up to Harry to kneel in front
of him, her black fighting robes pooling around her. Astoria could only see the top of her
head, her long, blond hair plaited into a tight braid and coiled at the back of her neck.

“I would be honoured to help, my Lord,” she said steadily.

“Yes, you will do nicely. Thank you.” The sound of deep grottos and silent groves was back.

Narcissa raised from her position after Harry gave her leave, drew her wand and got Harry’s
blood and instructions.

Dobby, Prim, Amber, Jade, Opal, Onyx and Topaz popped into the room. That was all the
elves serving at Malfoy Manor. The five that had lived in the Manor when Astoria was made
Mistress, her own elf Prim and Harry’s Dobby.

“We will all fight for Master Harry and save the children!” Dobby declared in a loud,
squeaky voice that filled the room.

“Thank you, Dobby. And the rest of you, it’s good to have you with us. You all know that it
will be dangerous, and you don’t have to do this? It’s between humans, after all.”

“Small humans should be safe!” Prim declared as decisively as Dobby had. She had been
Nanny to Astoria and Daphne when they were children. The rest of the elves nodded to this.

“Good. What I want you to do is get to the tent camp outside Hogsmeade, find everyone
under seventeen and put them to sleep. Everyone can do that, yes?”



They all nodded gravely.

“When you have one or two sleeping children with you, you take the children here, to the
Manor, to a safe room and let them sleep, until it’s over and we can get them back to their
families. If they don’t have to be awake during this at all, and wake up surrounded by people
they know, that would be best for them. Do you understand?”

Opal raised her hand while looking at Harry with violet eyes that were bigger than normal.

“Yes?” Harry nodded at her.

“We be allowed to use magic on human children?” she asked hesitantly.

“Today, absolutely. If anyone tries to give you trouble for doing that, send them to me. I will
take care of them. If you have to put grown humans to sleep to protect a child, that is also
alright, today.”

She nodded several times.

“We be ready!” Dobby declared.

“Go on and good luck!”

With one, single loud pop all the elves disappeared.

“Me thinks you look far too calm, husband mine,” Harry crooned with a glance at the Dark
Lord.

“And me thinks you do not like the look off me much when I am enraged,” was the calm
answer.

“But the bastards will like it even less.” Harry grinned.

They shared a long look, one of those moments when Astoria was almost certain that they
communicated silently. A moment later the Dark Lord’s glamour fell away and he grinned
back at his husband. A sharp toothed smile from a white, gaunt face with eyes that shone
ruby red just as much as Harry’s shone like fiery emeralds. Harry didn’t flinch at the sight,
didn’t react at all. Even if the last, and only time, as far as Astoria knew, Harry had seen the
Dark Lord in this form, he had almost completely lost it.

“Then it’s our turn,” Harry said to the big group in black. His words were fast, but clear.
“Severus, Alecto, both of you know the people that live in Hogsmeade and work on the new
houses.” He didn’t wait for an answer, he knew that they knew. “Take a squad each. Severus
will arrive east in the tent camp; Alecto will arrive west. You will work your way to the
centre from there. Put down, preferably not permanently, anyone who doesn’t belong, didn’t
come with us and isn’t an Auror. If they put up too much of a fight and you are more than
ninety percent sure they are an actual enemy and not a terrified civilian, put them down like
the dogs they are.



“The Fiendfyre net I will conjure will hold in no more than three minutes. It will not burn you
unless you walk right into it, it will merely be extremely hot. Use the Bubble Head Charm to
make breathing easier. Any questions?”

Alecto and Severus gave deep bows in confirmation of their orders and silently set about
dividing their squads, without any questions. Harry had already known that those two had
experience as squad leaders.

“Narcissa, you take your place south of the camp, Draco west, Astoria east; I will take north.
After landing, on the count of three I will cast the curse. Form your beasts, and make sure to
terrify the attackers and …oh, right …” Harry cast two Patronuses’ in fast succession.
“Badger, Dragon, there will be fire. Notify your people.” The two big stags disappeared.

Just moments later a Patronus in the shape of a honey badger moved fast through the room.

“Harry James Potter!” The honey badger shrieked with the voice of Susan Bones. “Don’t
you dare conjure Fiendfyre around civilians, don’t you bloody dare, you utter bastard! I will
skin you, you hear me; I will fucking skin you and put your hide on my wall!”

“Gotta catch me first!” Harry muttered with a grin, eyeing the honey badger fondly.

The man was decidedly weird, Astoria concluded.

Harry turned on Astoria, Draco and Narcissa. “Any questions? Last chance.” He threw a
glance over the two squads on the other side of the room.

It was an eerie moment when everyone in the room, except the Dark Lord and Harry himself,
moved as one black mass and bowed to the man that just months before gladly would have
killed them all on the battlefield.

Now he would lead them. Hopefully to victory.

“Right then. Fiendfyre goes first. The rest will follow on ‘two’.” A glowing red number five
appeared in the air in front of Harry. “Be ready to attack in five,” Harry said and caught her
gaze and then went on to catch Draco and Narcissa’s gaze too. The glowing number five in
the air changed to a four when he began to count down. “Four.” 

He Apparated and Astoria followed without hesitation. Landing east of the tent camp outside
of Hogsmeade. The night was black. It was impossible to see the beginning of the new
Hogsmeade or the ruins of Hogwarts on the hill a bit off.

Three.

She couldn’t see, hear, or feel Harry, but nevertheless; she knew where he was in the
countdown.

Screams and shouts rent the air. There was heavy, grey smoke and spell fire. She used her
second wand to conjure a Bubble Head Charm around her mouth and nose, glad for the clean,
cool air.



Two.

The rest of their forces Apparated in and the noise got even louder. Someone screamed
almost right in front of her, but she couldn’t see them through the darkness and smoke.

One.

She felt the curse activate through the blood on her skin and wand and she focused on big
animals with a lot of movement and on animals that could fly. She had never cast Fiendfyre
and didn’t know if that was enough for this to work. Harry had made it sound like it would be
enough.

She gasped when countless serpents, not even one smaller than Nagini, appeared from her
wand and spread out on her silent order. Then came phoenixes, big, majestic, and ruthless.
They filled the air above her, dove and shrieked and made a right ruckus.

To the left and right of her she saw other flame beasts spread out. A dragon roared and she
was certain she saw an enormous serpent rear up where Harry supposedly stood, a basilisk.

The screams from the camp became even higher, even more desperate, and for one moment
she spared a thought to those who would be absolutely terrified by this. But just one moment
before she concentrated her fire on keeping people panicked, keeping them in, cornered,
trapped, making sure they could not, would not, leave. Making sure that panic would make
them easy targets and that they after tonight would have no more trouble with disgusting
child-murderers!

She gritted her teeth and made the phenoxies swoop down and scream at the people in the
camp, enemies, allies, and civilians alike. Her snakes slithered around and snapped at anyone
coming too close to the edge of the camp, without setting fire to anything they touched.

It felt like seconds.

It felt like an age.

The Fiendfyre disappeared and the blood on her hand suddenly grew cold where it had kept
to a higher-than-normal temperature for long minutes. Then the blood both on her hand and
her wand dried up and blew away in less than a heartbeat. She only blinked for a moment and
then she ran towards Harry, around the edge of the camp, to the north.

He wasn’t where she had expected him to be, where she had seen the basilisk, and for a flash
she feared that he had been felled, that that was the reason that the Fiendfyre had been
dispelled.

She held her now clean wand in her open palm. “Point-me Harry Potter!”

Her wand pointed straight into the camp and Astoria ran for a suspiciously long time, her
thoughts on nothing else but to find Harry, before she recognised his silhouette against the
smoky surroundings. Wild hair, sword in one hand, wand in the other and a stalking gait, like
that of a big cat on the hunt.



She breathed out in relief and fell into step, half a step behind him. Keeping his back clear.
He tossed her a glance over his shoulder, green eyes glowing, face marked with soot and
blood, but he had to have recognised her before she got too close, or she had no doubt that he
would have attacked her, coming up behind him as she had.

She had been stupid, assuming that Harry would keep on the edge of the camp, like he had
instructed the three of them to do. He had been too far into the camp for that to be true. The
idiot of a man had been fighting while keeping control of the Fiendfyre Curse. She cast a
curious glance at the sword and saw a multitude of runes shine in muted fiery red on black
metal. It wasn’t a sword, or not just a sword, but for the life of her, she couldn’t guess how he
used it.

It was disconcertingly silent in this part of the camp. She could hear sounds of battle,
screams, spell fire and explosions farther away, but close by there was only the crackle of
normal flames together with their almost silent steps through ash, grass and debris. He didn’t
speak, neither did she. The smoke was heavy around them, and she was grateful for the
Bubble Head Charm. They came across a still body and Astoria cast a diagnostic.

“Alive and stable enough,” she muttered.

Harry nodded and bound and levitated the body to make it follow them. They found two
more before Draco fell into step next to her and then Narcissa only moments later. Someone
came running right at them and fell to a red spell, a Stunner, before Astoria had even lifted
her wand. They hadn’t come close enough for them to see their face, but Harry didn’t even
look at them before he bound them and levitated the still body with the others. It didn’t
matter right now if they were enemy or ally, either way, they were safe until they could figure
it out. Then they came close to an unnervingly silent fight in the smoke, two against one, and
two new Stunners felled the two enemies. How Harry could be that sure who was who was
unsettling. He didn’t have the years of familiarity of fighting with the Dark Lord’s forces that
Astoria had.

Astoria watched as Severus bowed to Harry before he hurriedly checked on two of his squad
that lay on the ground next to him. She watched in horrified fascination as the two Harry had
felled with Stunners began to glow and … melt. Severus spun around and doused the melting
humans in water and then a potion from his pocket, but that only made steam rise and didn’t
stop anything. The Potion Master made a disgusted face and turned away to help his
comrades again.

The Dark Lord swooped down from above and landed some steps away, green robes
billowing around him. He watched the melting humans with a grim expression. Now it was
impossible to even guess who they had been.

“Not again!” the Dark Lord huffed, as if put-upon.

“ “Not again”, as in ‘this happens to every enemy taken alive’?” Harry asked.

The Dark Lord turned towards Harry and his expression changed rapidly. Upon first focusing
on Harry, he looked mesmerised, even hungry, red eyes burning bright in the gloom, roving
over Harry’s face and form, and then his face blanked out completely.



“Yes, I have been attempting to get any of them alive the entire battle, but they continue to …
melt.” The Dark Lord gestured distastefully to the mess on the ground that had been living,
breathing humans just moments before. “I wanted information.” It was a growl. 

“Maybe every mission is a suicide mission for them,” Harry commented, strangely calm now.
Astoria guessed he was battle calm, as she herself was. “Or at least has the possibility to
become one. What about those that were killed? I have not noticed any melting people before
now.”

In other words, he probably hadn’t even tried to take anyone alive. Not that she could blame
him.

“We may perhaps be able to discern some identities from their corpses, but that gives us little
but names,” the Dark Lord said moments before Hestia Carrow came running out of the
smoky darkness to kneel in front of Harry.

At the very least she and her sister knew how to show proper deference to the Dark Lord’s
husband now, though Astoria doubted it was sincere. It was probably her own generous
application of the Cruciatus that made certain that they wouldn’t forget the basic courtesies
owed to Harry.

She was honestly still a bit stunned about the fact that every one of the fighters that the Dark
Lord had summoned tonight, even Rabastan and Lucius, had bowed to Harry without a word
of complaint before they left for the battle. She wasn’t stupid enough to think that they never
would make any trouble again, but somehow they had gotten it into their thick skulls that
objecting to Harry’s command when the Dark Lord and Astoria herself didn’t, was a bad
idea.

Maybe they actually could be taught, maybe, who knew.

“Report,” Harry said, still without a word about the bowing, kneeling and the way they now
titled him.

“The fighting is over, my Lord. There are many wounded, but our own forces lost only one.
The civilians in the camp lost five. Three adults …”

She didn’t get to finish because Harry turned away and with a roar of anguish the Fiendfyre
was back, incinerating everything in front of him in moments. Harry stood with his back to
them. Watching the monstrous pack of wolves he had conjured as they howled against the
night sky that they themselves lit up as a miniature sun.

His back was ramrod straight, as if he refused to show any more weakness. When he
vanished the flames with a gesture and turned around so his robes billowed and snapped
around him, Astoria only saw his eyes for a moment before she swiftly looked away. Not
only because his eyes now were a glowing green, completely without pupil or white, but
because those strange eyes held a despair in them that made her want to cry, and this was
neither the time nor the place.

“What about the Auror’s? Did Susan make it to the fight?” Harry asked roughly.



“She did make it to the fight,” a female voice said from Astoria’s left and had her and pretty
much everyone else turn around, wands drawn, only to see Susan Bones and five Auror’s
come out of the smoke and tent ruins around them. Two of the Auror’s were obviously
battered and another had gotten her fighting robes cut open, but had just as obviously been
healed.

Bones stalked right up to Harry, the only one who hadn’t reacted to her voice, and clasped his
forearm in a greeting, before she suddenly swung around, kicked his legs out from under him
and brought him to the ground. Astoria would have cursed the other witch, if not for the fact
that she could see Harry’s face, and the amusement there, even as Bones snarled at him.
Astoria waved down the people around that would listen to her. When she looked at the Dark
Lord, she found herself hoping that Bones knew what she was doing, because he had the look
about him, as if wondering how much pain a human body could possibly take before just
collapsing in on itself.

“I told you not to conjure Fiendfyre around civilians, you bloody wanker!” Bones snarled. “I
told you not to do it! It’s banned for a reason!”

Harry caught her waist between his legs, swung around and brought her down beside him.
They tussled and swore and threatened each other before she ended up on top again, but
Harry was grinning, and not in a vicious way either.

“I am so setting Hermi on you for this, just you wait!” Bones growled, but with a bit more
huff and a bit less ferociousness now. “You like that curse far too much!”

Harry moved and got Bones under him in just a few moves.

“Susan, I’m good enough with the curse for her to let me be about it. And really, you should
know me better than to believe I would risk children to the flames. There was no risk.” He
got up with an acrobatic jump.

Bones huffed, but let him drag her up to her feet when he gave her a hand.

“Prat,” she said as she shook her head. “Feeling better?”

“A bit more level now, thanks.”

That was when Astoria remembered how Harry had sparred verbally with her to calm down
after one of the confrontations with Lucius. She guessed this was much the same, just
physical, and she really hoped the Dark Lord realised it, too. She looked at him and he no
longer looked murderous, so she expected Bones to survive the night. She obviously knew
Harry very well, and knew what he needed when he was on the edge. Apparently, what he
had needed was a friendly tussle with no risk.

Harry gave Bones a nod, but his gleaming green eyes that had held a modicum of amusement
the moment before, became cold and sad, and he turned towards Hestia that still knelt on the
ground, as if nothing had happened. The razor-sharp edge might have been taken off his
temper, but people had still died, children had still died.



“Right, Hestia. Thank you. Go help in the clean-up. Do not let anyone else die.” Harry’s
voice was low. Hestia hastily got to her feet and ran away. Bones and the Auror’s gave the
Dark Lord a bow and retreated to help clean up. Astoria recognised the Dark faction from the
Light faction on how deeply they bowed. Three bowed properly. Bones and two others
bowed as shallowly as they could get away with. The Dark Lord had told her to let it be, so
long as they weren’t outright disrespectful and did their jobs well, he had no trouble with
them bowing shallowly. After all, they had fought against him, not with him, the entire war.
He would never believe them if they bowed deeply anyway.

Harry looked after Bones for a moment and breathed deeply before turning to Astoria. His
eyes were still glowing green, but they had pupils again at least, thin vertical pupils. She held
back a shiver and bowed deeply and waited. This was her place, after all. For better or for
worse, she had fought for it for years, to be next in command to the Dark Lord, and now his
husband. No matter what happened and what would be asked of her; this was her place.

She wanted it no other way.

“I know that this camp was well protected. I remember asking about it myself, not even a
month ago,” Harry stated. “So how the fuck could this happen?”

“I do not know, Harry, but I would very much like to find out,” the Dark Lord answered for
her.

Slowly she raised out of her bow and watched the two look at each other.

“Dobby!”

Dobby popped into being right in front of Harry. “Dobby answers Master Harry!”

“How are the children you got away from here and how many did you save?”

“All is asleep, Master Harry, we be healing twelve with our own magic. Master Harry said we
could be using our own magic today, Master Harry.”

“Absolutely. And how many did you save?”

“67 children, Master Harry.” Dobby sounded unsure of himself.

Harry’s glowing eyes met hers. If she had ever been in doubt, she was not anymore, the Dark
Lord had the right of it; Harry Potter was more than just a man, more than just a wizard.

Merlin alone knew what that entailed.

“That is everyone but three, my Lord,” Astoria said in a low voice.

Hestia must have missed one, she thought forlornly. As if two dead children hadn’t been
enough, now there were three.

Harry closed his eyes and said without opening them again. “Dobby, the wards around the
tent camp have been destroyed. Get me all the ward stones so I can have a look at them. Put



them outside the camp.” He pointed without looking. “I will come in about ten minutes.”

“At once, Master Harry.”

“Severus, will they be alright?” Harry asked of the man that was still kneeling by his two
comrades.

Severus turned towards him, still on his knees. “Yes, my Lord. Just a minor curse on one and
blood loss and a concussion on the other.”

“Good.” Without a word Harry flicked his hand upwards and a great big Lumos lit up the
night sky.

A flap of mighty wings thundered above them, and a roar rent the air. Everyone but Harry
ducked down and they could hear screams in other places of the camp. Astoria looked up fast
enough to see a big, dark shape wing away from the Lumos. How such a monster could have
been silent up until now, right above their heads no less, Astoria had no idea. No idea at all.

What a terrifying thought.

“Dragon! You came!” Harry shouted in something akin to joy. Then he was running. Astoria
tore after him, glad that she still made sure to run a couple of times a week, or she would
never have been able to keep up with him. They quickly left Draco and Narcissa behind
them, but the Dark Lord took to the air again.

When Harry left the camp behind and kept running into the night, Astoria swore silently.
When he lit his wand in a clear purple colour and shouted up at the black sky, Astoria swore
loudly. When a great beast roared above them and the flapping of wings told her they were
more or less right underneath it, Astoria screamed a curse.

Moments later the dragon landed less than ten metres in front of them. The earth shook
beneath their feet when it landed and great gusts of wind threatened to push her to the
ground. The dragon was barely visible in the grey light from the Lumos above the camp, now
several hundred metres behind them, but Astoria thought that its scales had a purple tint.  

“Dragon!” Harry breathed, and Astoria was certain now that he was absolutely ecstatic. If she
hadn’t been certain, the fact that he ran straight up to the beast and began petting its jaw,
would have been a very good indication.

The fire red letters of a Flagrante spell cut the black air over the dragon. The great, hulking
dragon that let Harry pet it like it was a cat.

Valar Dohaeris the letters spelled out.

Harry looked up, saw the letters and let out an amused huff while he waved a hand at a shape
sitting on top of the dragon, and how had she not noticed that before now and how by Hades
did one ride a dragon? There was a dragon rider! It should be impossible. Utterly and totally
impossible!



“As if I could ever mistake anyone else for you, Dragon,” Harry murmured and rubbed the
ridge above one eye that was as big as a dinner plate. The eyes were purple, and Astoria
thought she could be excused for believing that this was an Hebridean Black for a moment
before she realised that no, the body most definitely was a dark purple and not black, so it
couldn’t be a Hebridean after all. The dragon had put its head down to the ground to give
Harry easier access. “The code word was so you knew that it really was me that was asking
for help, you know that.”

“I believe I might be in shock,” Astoria whispered through stiff lips when Draco stepped up
to her.

“You are not alone, darling,” he took her hand in his, he was as cold as she was.

“A docile, purple dragon, and a dragon rider,” Narcissa whispered. “Did we leave our own
reality behind?”

“No, we did not,” the Dark Lord said decidedly. “This is just another of Harry’s impossible
feats that we knew nothing about before now. Even though I, admittedly, did believe that
Dragon was an alias and not an actual dragon. Harry, might I bother you for introductions?”
he called softly, so as not to spook the dragon, Astoria assumed.

Spook the dragon. The dragon! The dragon that still let Harry pet it like a contented cat!

Harry turned towards the Dark Lord. “Sure. Husband, meet Dragon. Dragon, meet my
husband, the Dark Lord Voldemort.”

The dragon only looked at the Dark Lord for a moment, Astoria thought it looked decidedly
unimpressed, before it tapped its big head against Harry’s chest and huffed out warm air.

“Yes, yes, you big cuddle bear. I missed you too, so much.” He leaned into the great neck of
the beast and looked over his shoulder while he rubbed its jaw. “Sorry, it’s been a long time
since I last saw her and apparently, I owe her some rubs.”

“How …” Astoria heard her own voice say. “I mean … how?!”

Harry looked at her and smiled, his now normal eyes gleaming.

“Surely, I must be allowed to keep some secrets to myself, especially since this secret isn’t
actually mine.”

The dragon raised its, her, head and looked at Astoria. Her eyes were gleaming too, but in a
dark, dark purple colour. Astoria looked at the dragon, the dragon looked at Astoria.

“Astoria, don’t stare a predator in the eyes,” Harry called quietly and Astoria looked away
hurriedly.

The dragon huffed out a big breath of almost scalding air, that luckily wasn’t directed at any
of them.

“Does she have a name?” the Dark Lord asked.



“She does, but I’m not allowed to give it to anyone. She came tonight as a possible back-up
because I did her a favour once, that is all.”

“And the rider? Do they have a name?” the Dark Lord asked.

“They are not so much a rider as a protector. Her species is very … unusual and they are
incredibly rare. The protector is to help keep her safe, they don’t speak, ever.”

And right enough, the cloaked and hooded person on top of the dragon didn’t even look in
their direction, even when they talked about them.

“My dear, I have some ward stones to look at, would you care to accompany me and maybe
donate some blood, to make sure this never happens again?” Harry petted her muzzle in long
strokes.

The dragon got to her feet and followed Harry when he began to walk to where Dobby had
collected all the ward stones. Four of the stones were completely destroyed, more than
enough to ruin a ward net, even a ward net as strong as this one had been. The dragon sniffed
at blackened stones and growled.

“Quite right, darling, someone knew what they were doing when they broke these stones and
they didn’t much care how they did it, even at cost to themselves. So, definitely suicide
missions, then, if they use magic that might end up killing them.”

The rumbling from the dragon seemed even more aggressive this time.

“Shh, shh, what about this, I will talk to the humans and get the clues and work to find them,
and then I will let you know what I find? I know you feel as protective about younglings as I
do.”

Something told Astoria that Harry had spent a massive amount of time around this dragon to
be able to understand her every move and sound as he did.

The dragon swung her head around and looked at Harry for a long moment, then huffed out
warm air and looked back at the stones, lifted a heavy paw, and crushed all the stones to
rubble in one, single movement.

Harry gave a heavy but resigned sight. “Yes, I was afraid you would see it that way. Best to
begin from scratch when so many of the stones have been compromised. Draco, might I ask
you to find out how many of the enemy were killed, if any of them survived being captured
and if anyone has any idea how many got away?”

“At once, my Lord.” Draco bowed and disappeared into the grey night, towards the camp.

“Astoria, Narcissa, might I ask you to help me find suitable ward stones? Eight will do for
now. I will make a new ward net with dragon blood tonight, and then another net can be
properly carved in the next few days, before I can power it a bit extra with more dragon
blood.”



Power it a bit extra, he says, Astoria thought wryly as she bowed and set to work. A bit extra,
with dragon blood, my skinny arse!

She had been around Harry too much, she realised, if she had begun to think in such terms.
He had been a bad influence on her.

“Right, Hogwarts has stones aplenty,” Harry said somewhere behind her, “just make sure that
the stones are magic dead, you hear. I don’t want to meddle with stones that still hold any of
Hogwarts’s magic.”

A chuff answered him, and the dragon took to the air.

“Thank you!” Harry shouted after her. “You are the best!”

Yes, Astoria decided, Harry Potter was a madman.

The dragon came back with three big stones and disappeared towards Hogwarts again before
Draco came back to give his report. Seven of the enemy had been killed in the battle, five
more had died after they had been stunned or otherwise detained, and then simply melted,
while still alive. Not even the Dark Lord wanted to speculate what kind of magic or potion
could do that. So, twelve enemies were dead, and unfortunately it looked like that might have
been only half, or less, of the force that attacked. This wasn’t over. Not yet.

Astoria shuddered at the thought of another attack like this. Another attack on the children.
Harry didn’t shudder or swear, he just got a really determined look in his eyes and settled in
to paint the new ward stones with the blood the dragon willingly had donated to him when he
asked.

It was very early in the morning before Astoria and Draco Apparated back into the Manor,
bloody, dirty, and completely exhausted both physically and mentally. The number of dead
wasn’t staggering, but they were supposed to be at peace now, the civilians were supposed to
be safe, at the very least … The children were supposed to be safe, and still … Three dead
children. The rest was now back with their families, safe behind wards made of dragon blood
and an extremely powerful wizard.

But there were still three dead children …

A pained moan dragged Astoria out of her exhausted haze. Harry was staggering over the
floor, his face pale and sweaty, his hands shaking. It hit her then, sharp and cold; it had been
many hours since the time the Dark Lord and Harry usually withdrew to give Harry the
physical closeness he needed to survive, to stay somewhat sane and functioning. Fear, rage
and adrenaline could keep a body going through impossible situations, but now that it was
over …

Harry went down to one knee, as if he wasn’t able to keep himself up. His hands clutched at
his head and he whimpered.

“Draco, go back to the camp, get the Dark Lord! Now!” Astoria ordered, a moment before
the Dark Lord appeared in the room. “My Lord, Harry …!”



The Dark Lord followed her gaze and hurried over the floor, but the moment he touched
Harry, the other man screamed and attacked him.

“Out!” the Dark Lord ordered and drew his wand while Harry’s magic began to spark around
him. Golden embers spinning and snapping in the air. His power grew heavier, darker, nastier.

“You did this to me! You did this to me!” Harry sounded both enraged and broken, and he
lurched towards the Dark Lord, hatred and madness burning in his eyes, a snarl on his face.
“You fucking bastard, you did this to me!”

Harry got hit with a white beam of magic and collapsed on the floor before Astoria managed
to close the door behind them. There were few, if any, that could shake off the Dark Lord’s
Sleeping Charm. She was grateful for that, now Harry would get the help he needed, and
hopefully he would be alright again in a day or so.

Draco swore and Astoria almost stumbled into a wall when a roar on the other side of the
door made the walls shake. The roar was repeated, and they both stared at the door, mouths
agape. Not only had Harry shaken off the Sleeping Charm, now he apparently was truly
enraged. Something shattered on the other side of the door, and she heard a deep, ominous
crack and she could have sworn she heard the rumble of flames. Astoria silently begged
Magic herself that Harry wasn’t killing them both on the other side of that door. Many
minutes went by before things calmed down completely, and remained calm.

After several minutes without any sound, she couldn’t help but open the door. She swallowed
hard at the sight. The walls and roof were blackened by flames, there was nothing in the
room that had survived, not a painting, a chair, a mirror, a wall-hanging or a candelabra. One
wall had a great fissure in it and the floor was more or less covered in blood. Beside her,
Draco swore hard enough that Narcissa would have washed his mouth out with soap, but
Astoria agreed with his sentiment.

On the other side of the room, by the only other door out of the room, the Dark Lord held a
limp body carefully in his arms. The last thing she noticed before he closed the door behind
him, was that his robes were slashed open in several places, and his pale skin was partly
covered in deep gashes and blood.  

The door shut behind the two with a silent and still deafening click.

Chapter End Notes
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Voldemort leaned back in his armchair, eyes on his husband, sleeping restlessly in
Voldemort’s own bed. Harry had surprised him when he had been able to shake off the
Sleeping Charm Voldemort had hit him with. The fight that followed, before Voldemort
succeeded in pouring the worst-case-scenario potion down Harry’s throat, hadn’t surprised
him nearly as much. Neither had he been truly surprised when Harry’s claws had slashed
open his fighting robes or when he even managed to pierce skin through the robe’s defences,
more than once. He had almost expected it, in such a close quarter fight.

Harry’s claws …

Voldemort looked at Harry’s hands again, as he had done several times already. They were
just normal hands now, a bit too slender, but still better than a couple of months back; they
were definitely not claws. But Voldemort knew what he had seen, knew what he had felt
when those massive, hooked claws had scored his skin and almost ripped flesh from bone. He
had chosen to repair the damage himself this time, most of it with a hasty spell before giving
Harry the skin-to-skin contact he urgently needed. And the rest with a few potions and salves
some hours later when he could be certain that the soul shard Harry held would not hurt him
anymore.

He didn’t rightfully know why he had put Harry in his own bed. Maybe because this was
Voldemort’s own domain and he had been hurt, and thus wanted to be in the safety and
familiarity of his own rooms. Maybe because he knew where everything was in here and
didn’t have to fear that he intruded on his husband’s privacy … But even if that was true, that
didn’t answer why he didn’t put Harry in his own bed now, now that the danger was over, and
they both were healed and safe.

He watched Harry’s face, shoulders and arms, the only parts of him that could be seen above
the duvet. Harry’s skin had paled again after all the weeks in the summer sun, and the pale
stripes of scars told the story of a tough life and an even tougher war. Some places the scars
were still a red or bluish hue, they hadn’t had the time to heal and pale, not yet. Voldemort’s
gaze lingered on the scars. He wondered what had made them, he wondered how many were
true curse scars and how many Harry simply hadn’t been able to close properly with magic
before they scarred. There were salves and potions to remove most normal scars, and a
wound closed with magic seldom left a scar at all. Harry had so many, as if he had gone
through a hailstorm of sharp blades. Could all of them truly be from curses?

His husband had filled out in the last few months, and more than just gotten some meat on his
frame. He had gotten muscles from all the running and swimming he insisted on doing every
day, now that Astoria would let him. Voldemort wouldn’t be surprised if he did callisthenics
in his rooms too. He looked almost healthy, and absolutely human. But in truth, he was
neither, Voldemort was certain of that.



He scrubbed his hands over his face, a gesture he made sure to only do when no one could
see him.

His husband wasn’t human, and it shone through more and more often with a frightening
frequency and in even more frightening ways. It didn’t bother him the way it might bother a
pure-blood that didn’t want to admit that creature blood often made for stronger and more
resilient individuals. No, whatever Harry was, he was enough of a human to also be an
enormously powerful wizard. And while he might have a somewhat broken mind, he also
clearly was both human enough and rational enough to function in society, most of the time.
That was enough for Voldemort, at the moment. And really, as Harry had so aptly pointed out
on one occasion; no one had thought to ask a few pertinent questions before the marriage, not
even Voldemort. Simple questions like; are you human? Are you sane? Do you have all your
limbs?

It hadn’t been important, not at that moment. The marriage was what had been, and continued
to be, important. The peace it wrought, and the opportunity to rebuild, was more important
than anything else. They had needed to stop the war, to stop the decimation of the magical
population.

That didn’t stop Voldemort’s curiosity, though. Nor did it stop the fact that if this continued,
Harry would at some point either expose himself in a way that could not be covered up, or
kill someone in a fit of uncontrolled rage, or both.

Most likely both.  

So, it wasn’t only Voldemort’s curiosity that pushed at him. It truly wasn’t. He needed to
know what Harry was and what that entailed, to be able to help him cover it up, or cope with
it in a way that would work better than whatever he did right now. Because whatever Harry
did right now wouldn’t work for much longer.

With a small sight Voldemort rested his head back against the chair and closed his eyes. He
didn’t often sleep, he only needed a few hours now and again, but right now he would have
appreciated a few hours of true rest, after the last twenty-four hours. It was soon noon and
Harry didn’t show any indication of properly waking up, not counting the three nightmares he
had woken up from, screaming his lungs out. It was no longer a wonder for Voldemort that
Harry slept so late practically every day, it was more a wonder that the man ever got up and
seemed cognisant at all, if this was the kind of sleep he usually got, even with the potion that
forced him to be calm. Voldemort hoped, for Harry’s sake, that the different sleeping potions
he took gave him better sleep than this. He had known that Harry suffered from nightmares,
but this was absurd!

As if thinking about the nightmares made one manifest, Harry began to toss and turn on the
bed. Sweat gathered in his hairline and poured down bloodless cheeks, his arms began
flailing and the almost silent moans turned to louder cries, before he began to scream like he
was burning.

Voldemort promptly doused him in water from his wand, like he had done the three other
times, because he suspected Harry wouldn’t like being shaken awake. Harry sat up in the bed
with a gasp and blinked the water out of his eyes before he scrubbed at his face.



“Shit!” he gasped with his hands over his face. “Shit, fuck and damn!” He gave a heavy sigh,
removed his hands from his face and shook his head hard before he opened his eyes and
looked around with a frown before his gaze landed on Voldemort. The frown deepened and
he tilted his head while he studied Voldemort like he was a strange puzzle piece. Then his
eyes widened.

“The numbers, are they the same?” he asked hoarsely.

Voldemort blinked once before he realised what Harry was asking. “The number of fallen is
the same as when we left Hogsmeade last night,” he affirmed. “Most of the wounded were
healed, last I heard.”

Harry’s shoulders slumped and he gave a heavy sigh, then he stiffened again. “Dragon, she
left before we did, didn’t she?” He frowned. “What happened to my memories … I feel …”

Voldemort opened his own mind door in invitation. He was seldom the one to initiate because
he knew that of the two of them, it was Harry that needed the mind bridge most and Harry
that gained most of the benefits of the openness between them. Voldemort almost always
agreed to open his own door when Harry did, and Harry almost always wanted the doors
open when they were in the same room, but as Voldemort didn’t need it the same way Harry
did, he didn’t want to push by inviting the closeness too often.   

Harry opened his own door and the fear, anger and frustration slammed into Voldemort
before Harry was able to rein it in. Above all those feelings was bewilderment and it took
Voldemort a mere moment to understand that the episode with the soul shard had scrambled
Harry’s memories of last night’s events.

“What is the last thing you are certain that you remember accurately?” Voldemort asked.

Harry scrubbed at his face and a tinge of desperation and sadness reached Voldemort.

“Dragon, I think. I talked to Dragon and we … we were going to make new ward stones
because the old ones had been destroyed … I think … Why don’t I remember?!” Harry
dragged his hands through his hair and pulled hard at the already wild locks.

“The soul shard made trouble for you, because we forgot about it in the turmoil, more trouble
than it has caused since the very beginning.”

The confusion and sadness got more intense, together with a massive dose of desperation,
and Voldemort decided to try and distract Harry a bit.

“Would you like me to tell you what occurred?”

Harry drew his knees up and put his arms around them, before nodding once. He kept silent
while Voldemort talked, recounting the major points from the place in time where Harry’s
own memories began to get hazy and scrambled. The whole process was helped by the fact
that Harry could tell that Voldemort told the truth, the whole while. Slowly Harry calmed
down completely, desperation and confusion disappeared, but the sadness didn’t. Voldemort
found that more than understandable.



“Why am I here, then? I assume this is your rooms?” Harry asked in the end, but he didn’t
feel any kind of trepidation.

“Yes, we are in my rooms, and I just admitted to myself that I do not actually know,”
Voldemort stated, and because of their connection Harry knew it was the truth. “I know I
should have put you in your own bed, at the very least after you were safe from the soul
shard, but I did not … And I have no justification. I can merely give you my apology if it
upsets you.”

“No, no, just curious, no apology needed.”

Voldemort nodded. He knew that it would have been very different some months ago, before
the mind bridge and its connection between them. Trust was so much easier when they knew
if the other spoke the truth or not, and could read what the other felt as they were feeling it.

“Harry …”

Harry froze and Voldemort knew that he could read the uncertainty Voldemort felt at the
moment, and Harry knew that uncertainty wasn’t usually in Voldemort’s repertoire of
feelings.

“I need to talk to you about something that I do not believe you would like to talk about.
Unfortunately, I deem it necessary to talk about it, circumstances have left me little choice.
But please know, I do not demand answers you do not have; we simply have to find a suitable
solution and I cannot do so without your input.”

Harry answered his uncertainty with his own uncertainty and a bit of confused hesitation, but
no fear.

“Alright,” he said guardedly and met his gaze.

“On three different occasions now, you have clawed my back open, on one of them you also
almost ripped my throat out with your teeth. Mind, this was not the work of your normal nails
or teeth. We need to figure out how that could happen and how we can stop it from happening
again. Also … on a few different occasions your eyes have changed. The last time was last
night; they glowed a pure green, without pupils or white. That is the furthest they have gone
to my knowledge. I was not the only one who noticed.”

Harry had grown pale when Voldemort told him he had clawed Voldemort back open, and
deathly white when he mentioned that he almost had ripped out Voldemort’s throat. When
Voldemort told him about his eyes, he simply grimaced. Harry’s feelings were all over the
place. Confusion, fear, curiosity, revulsion and regret. He looked down at his own hands.

“I’m sorry,” Harry said after a while, regret filling both him and his voice. “I only know
about the one time, the time after the soul shard made me so very ill. I believed … or maybe I
made myself to believe … that I imagined it, that it couldn’t have happened. Even if … even
if I saw both your back and your robe. You never mentioned it and so … I decided I must
have been wrong. I should have known better, even if I don’t really know how it could have
happened.”



To Voldemort’s surprise, shame flickered through Harry.

Harry met his gaze with a small sneer. “You are surprised that I feel shame for hurting you
when I did not mean to, did not want to, and do not remember that I did?”

“Apologies, I should know better,” Voldemort said without hesitation, because he really
should. Harry could and would both kill and maim, without much trouble, but he hadn’t
given any indication, even the nights when he screamed that he hated Voldemort, that he truly
would like to harm or kill him. Not since the truce and the marriage contract had been signed.

Harry nodded.

“That was the first time it happened, and the one and only time I felt your teeth,” Voldemort
said, “and I do understand that it is hard to believe it happened. I would not have believed it
myself if I did not both feel and see the result. Do you have the slightest idea of how it could
be possible?”

Harry nodded, then shook his head, feeling hesitant and uncertain. “I don’t know … I don’t
know everything you want to know.”

Truth, but not quite.

“Would you tell me what you do know, and work with me to figure out how to best cope with
it?”

Harry nodded. “We can do that.”

Voldemort used his wand and a Tempus to check the time. “I have a meeting now, and I
suspect that you would want to both shower and eat. Would you like us to have tea alone
today, and then take the opportunity to talk?”

Harry made a gesture, and the curtains withdrew and showed a grey but dry sky.

“I’m alright with that. Let’s meet at the beach outside, if the weather holds. For this kind of
conversation, I need air and space.” He got out of the bed and picked up his warded robe
from where it hung over a chair. Voldemort had gotten Dobby to put everything else,
including the wands and the sword, in Harry’s rooms.

Harry hesitated, doubt rearing its head again. He didn’t look at Voldemort when he said:
“Have you gotten any reports, and if you have, may I read them?”

Voldemort did not hesitate in his answer but nodded and got up from his chair. “I will get the
full reports now, and I will send copies to your study if that suits you?”

“Yes, and thanks.”

Relief and gratitude filled Harry, far too much of both from someone that was Voldemort’s
equal, his husband, and the commander of the battle in question. The mind bridge had done
much to bridge the divide and help with the misunderstandings between them, but there was
still a way to go.



“It is no bother, Harry. We will speak later.”

Side by side they went into Voldemort’s drawing room and from there Voldemort continued
out into the hallway, while Harry went towards the doors to the drawing room that was
between their two suites.

As Voldemort left the room, he began to close the mind door, and as usual they closed their
doors almost simultaneously. The last feeling he got from Harry before the doors closed was
a resigned kind of acceptance.

The meeting held few surprises, it was mostly reports after the battle and Voldemort had
already gotten quite good preliminary reports hours before. The number of fallen and
wounded had not changed, only now all but four of the wounded were completely healed.
The work with putting the tent camp to rights was ongoing and Voldemort suspected that
Harry would demand to volunteer his time and power to get the buildings in Hogsmeade built
faster than before. Just like he already had made clear that he would supervise the final ward
net over the village, if not make it himself. Four of the finished houses had been torched
during the attack, but they had luckily been empty. All the funerals would be the day after
next and Astoria carefully expressed that all of them should consider going. Voldemort would
ask Harry, but not demand his presence in any way.

The only thing that was slightly surprising about the reports were the paragraphs on Harry.
While Astoria, Draco and Narcissa had kept to the edges of the camp while directing the
Fiendfyre, Harry had gone into the camp to fight while both conjuring, controlling and
directing the Fiendfyre. Some from Severus’ squad had seen him with a pack of Fiendfyre
wolves backing him, while he cursed, slashed and cackled his way through the fight. From
the reports it was Harry that had killed three of the enemies that had fallen in the fight,
instead of taking their own lives with a truly nasty bit of magic, after they had been
incapacitated. It was because of Harry and the picture he made, that the north side of the
camp had been as deserted as it had been. People, both allies, civilians and foes, had literally
fled from him.

The last report Voldemort got was from Head of DMLE Susan Bones. Her main worry was
that no one had thought to contact the Auror’s before Harry did, while someone had gone to
Voldemort and the Death Eaters as fast as they could. Her complaint wasn’t, surprisingly, that
Death Eaters weren’t authorised Auror’s and shouldn’t do such a job. But rather the fact that
she worried that the Auror Department was lacking, if people would hesitate to make contact
when it was needed. She and Astoria decided to meet and try to figure it out after the
funerals. Maybe it would be possible to make a new form of communication, to make it
easier to summon Auror’s when there was an attack or some other form of crisis. To summon
Auror’s through your Floo when your tent or house were on fire, was not ideal. Head Bones
mentioned the Patronus Charm, but hardly one in forty, if that many, knew how to cast a
corporeal Patronus.

Head Bones also talked at length about what she, the Auror Department and the rest of
DMLE was doing and would be doing to figure out who these people were and how to stop
them. That would be the top priority for all of DMLE until it was solved. Voldemort gave her
leave to use all the resources and all the people necessary to see the task done. They could not



afford any more attacks of this kind, they could not afford to lose more people. More
children.

After the meeting Voldemort read through all the reports in his own study, made some notes
of things he would have to figure out or situations he would have to remember to look into,
then he sent a copy of the reports to Harry’s study and went to speak to the press. Astoria had
taken the first press conference all on her own, in the early morning hours, but this time he
would have to be there.

When it became time to talk with Harry, the sky was still grey and heavy with promised rain,
and the wind was cold and harsh, but it didn’t rain, so Voldemort asked Dobby to serve them
tea outside on the beach. Dobby did, and put up a small table, chairs, and a magical wall
against the wind, without being asked. Harry and Astoria might have been right when they
insisted on kindness towards their elves. Voldemort could not remember ever hearing about
an elf that went this much out of his way to make his master happy. Neither had he heard
about elves that were willing to risk their lives in a battle between magical humans, to save
some of said humans that weren’t their own family. 

He sat down in one of the chairs and waited. He could see Harry on the other side of the
beach, slowly finding his way towards him. When he saw Harry’s drawn and pale face, he
wished he could tell him that this talk wasn’t necessary.

Unfortunately, it was.  

Harry stopped some metres away from the table, and him, and swallowed hard.

“I didn’t know that I could do that, harm you that way. It never happened before I came here,
but I have accepted that it did happen, and that there is a chance that it can happen again.”

Voldemort held his gaze calmly. “Will you not sit, Harry?” He made a gesture at the other
chair and place setting.

Harry shook his head. “I’m too … too wired, I need to get it over with, at least some of it.
This is a situation where you really shouldn’t be in any kind of connection with my mind, if
you can help it. So please, close the door tight and put up your strongest Occlumency
shields.”

Voldemort frowned, but did as he asked. “Is there anything else?”

Harry eyed him in a way he hadn’t done for some time now. All the hours with the open mind
doors between them helped Voldemort interpret the look correctly.

“Do you want an Oath that I will not divulge your secret to anyone else, or is my word
enough?” Voldemort asked carefully.

Harry’s shoulders relaxed a bit, but he bit his lip. “You have always kept your word, as far as
I know …”



The hesitancy told Voldemort that Harry needed his Oath. He didn’t particularly blame him.
He drew his wand and gave a Secrecy Oath and felt the magic bind him, before he met the
green eyes of his husband. Harry swallowed hard and nodded at him.

“Thanks,” he said hoarsely. “I will show you … and then I will tell you what I can and
answer what questions I can, and then we might try and figure out a solution, if there is any.”
He swallowed again. “Do you think that would work for you?”

“That sounds acceptable.”

Harry gave a huff of almost hysterical laughter, met his eyes, and transformed right there on
the sand in front of him. From one moment to the next, Harry was gone and a black jaguar, a
panther, with shining green eyes stood in his stead. He was big for a panther and his fur
gleamed black in the grey light. The panther just stood there, watching him with wild, green
eyes.

“An Animagus …?” Voldemort made it a question, because that did not really answer any of
his questions. Animagi did not partly transform so they could get only teeth and claws, even
if this form matched the injuries done to him.

In a kind of answer the panther turned into a great tiger, at least double the size of the
panther. He was beautiful with his orange fur and broad stripes of pure black, his eyes were
still bright green. The beast, Harry, chuffed at him and sat down.

Voldemort felt his breath catch. This wasn’t possible. Animagi had one shape, and one shape
only. This was not possible …

On the other hand, everyone knew that there was no such thing as a dragon rider and that
dragons were wild animals without understanding outside of their own instinct. A dragon
could not, would not, come to help a human, with anything, ever. But that had happened last
night, right in front of his eyes. He had called it yet another impossible feat from his husband,
and here was another one.

Another impossibility, from his utterly impossible husband.

The tiger became a small dog and then an owl, then a Niffler and a Cerebus, a boa constrictor
and a stag before he stopped for a while in the shape of a big, black wolf with the same
gleaming green eyes as Harry.

Voldemort’s mind was completely hung up on the word impossible, even with the proof right
in front of him.

“Shapechanger,” he whispered, after long moments where the wolf and he just stared at each
other. “I have never, never, heard about those outside of myths and fairy-tales.”

Harry changed again and Voldemort had to use every drop of self-discipline to keep himself
in the chair and force his face into a cool mask to hide the feelings unexpectedly roaring
inside him. Suddenly he was glad, even grateful, that Harry had insisted that they close the
mental connection between them completely. He would not have liked Harry to read these



feelings from him. The confusion and curiosity in the beginning was one thing, those were
harmless. The curiosity would probably have made Harry smile. The slow understanding
when Harry kept changing shape was also alright, but the greed and possessiveness he tried
to keep in check was worse, and now …

The covetousness that thundered through him was only modest next to the desire that filled
him and made it very uncomfortable to sit still, knowing that Harry would see clear signs of
his arousal, if he couldn’t already smell it. The only other time he had been aroused near
Harry was when they had agreed to consummate their marriage. He decidedly did not want to
put Harry’s guard back up when he finally had begun to relax somewhat around him.

But he dearly wanted to approach Harry now. To touch him, let his hand trace the pale skin
and the shimmering scales covering part of his arms, torso, and face. Let his hand card
through his long, silken looking black hair and touch those plump, pink lips that he knew
must hide sharp, deadly fangs.

No, it was for the best that Harry did not know exactly what went through Voldemort’s mind
right now. But sweet Merlin … He was painfully hard.

Voldemort forced himself to not close his eyes, to get away from the green gaze with the
slitted pupils that stared unblinkingly at him.

Harry Potter, his husband, was a shapechanger.

A shapechanger with a very wide variety of shapes, that apparently included both magical
creatures and magical beings, like Nagas. Which was the shape Harry held right now. A
devastatingly beautiful and powerful Naga with a tail that merged seamlessly with his hips
and curled around him in impressive coils covered in green scales. The tail had to be at the
very least seven metres in length, maybe even eight. Most of it was also a lot broader than
Harry’s legs was, it was truly massive. It was a green so dark it was almost black on top and
more of a glittering emerald-green on the bottom.

The pale, scarred skin of Harry’s arms and torso had become paler and part of it was covered
in the same emerald-green scales, his temples and forehead also had some of the green scales.
His eyes were an even clearer green than usual and had vertical pupils as Voldemort himself
had. His hair flowed over broad shoulders and down his back, and his hands and fingers were
longer and tipped with small claws. Claws that, if Voldemort’s information on Nagas were
correct and Harry now in essence was a Naga, would grow with strong feelings or need, just
as his fangs would. Somehow, this shape made Harry not only seem exotic and attractive, but
also stronger and healthier.

The dark green tip of Harry’s tail wound its way over the sand and closer to Voldemort before
Harry looked at it and frowned, the tail froze as if taken in the act, and remained still.

Harry looked from his tail to Voldemort again.

“Any questions?”

The damn man, Naga, sounded amused.



“After you more or less have given me the shock of my life, which is quite saying something,
I will have you know … No, why in the world would I have any questions, Harry?” His voice
was hoarser than he would like, but at the very least he sounded calm.

Harry rolled his eyes and sat down on his coils, quite comfortably, it seemed, like he had
done it a lot.

Voldemort wished Harry would change his shape to anything but this startlingly beautiful and
extremely alluring creature.

Voldemort wished Harry would never change shape again.

Voldemort eyed his husband who looked steadily back. Unfortunately, there was simply no
way Harry didn’t notice his effect on Voldemort, the robe had no hope of hiding it, but he
didn’t seem bothered. If anything, there was an unfamiliar smirk in those stunning eyes.

“You have a bet with someone who already knows about this ability of yours,” Voldemort
stated. No use making it a question.

“Why, yes, yes I do.” The smirk grew to his plump lips, just barely there.

Voldemort had slowly begun to think of his husband as aesthetically pleasing. The more he
got to know Harry, the better he liked both what was inside and outside of his husband. The
main draw was still the mysteries, the fascination and the magical power, but he realised that
he liked the way Harry looked more now than in the beginning, when he hadn’t truly taken it
into consideration further than if Harry was healthy or not.  

Harry as a Naga was another matter entirely.

“And you just won.” Not really a question either.

 “It was not truly a hard bet to win, husband mine. You are known to like snakes; the question
was only how much.” The tone was teasing, but to Voldemort’s surprise, not deriding or
disgusted. 

Voldemort blinked at him, and Harry smiled beatifically, small fangs gleaming against rosy
lips. Did Harry seem younger like this, both in mind and in body, or was it simply that his
appearance was so far from his usual one that Voldemort considered that?

“Do you plan to stay in that shape for long?” He still couldn’t decide what he really wanted.
It was disconcerting and almost painful being this aroused, but at the same time, he couldn’t
not want it either. Not yet, at least. He fought the need to squirm.

“Actually, unless you truly do mind, I would like to stay like this for a while longer. I haven’t
changed for months now and … I miss it, it’s … freeing, and this shape is one of the safer
ones. Also, I’m able to talk to you in this shape.”

While Voldemort only understood part of that statement, what he did understand made a lot
of sense.



“Alright. Would you mind explaining what you meant by ‘one of the safer ones’? Is shape
changing not safe for you?” Maybe, if he concentrated on the academic part of this, his body
would be able to calm down.

Maybe.

“This is tied to my wish to make sure that we mentally are connected as little as possible for
the duration of my change,” Harry began, and Voldemort could already guess what he was
going to say. “I change shape, but it’s not only my shape that changes, my mind changes to fit
the shape. If I stay in one shape too long, I will begin to act more like the shape, the animal, I
have changed to. What ‘too long’ is varies a lot. Some of the variables are how tired I am,
how often I have changed lately, how much magic I have used recently and what I do when I
have changed.

“How human the shape is, is another important one. I can stay much, much longer as a Naga
and keep a mostly human mindset with some Naga characteristic and instincts, than say a
wolf. At times I kept my Naga shape for long spans of time, because that shape is quite ideal
to living in the wilds, especially if one has magic and can make good, warm dens. If I had
tried to stay a wolf for as long as I have stayed a Naga, I might have lost myself, at least
partially, to the beast. Nagas are humanoid and civilised. My mindset might change some and
I will follow my instincts more, but I will never forget who I actually am in this shape. That
is a genuine risk I run in animal shapes.”

Harry’s tail wriggled over the sand towards Voldemort again, and again Harry stilled it with a
glower. Voldemort looked fascinated down at the appendage that now was a mere metre away
from his foot, before looking up at Harry again.

“Old, should have stayed forgotten ritual,” Harry said suddenly and shortly, his voice stiff
and his posture rigid. “Almost killed me. Thought it was a way to decide my own Animagus
shape.”

He almost radiated hostility and while Voldemort wasn’t certain if that was because of the
memories of the ritual or because he was afraid that Voldemort would demand to know more
about said ritual, he did know that he didn’t need to know more. Not right now.  

Something curled around his ankle, and he gasped at the same moment Harry hissed.
Voldemort looked down at the tail that had wound twice around his ankle and then he looked
at Harry who watched him with trepidation and distrust in those glowing, green eyes.

“Why does your tail have a life of its own?” Voldemort asked gently, fighting with everything
in him to not react to the delicious feeling of soft, cool scales against his skin. Nagini and
other snakes were nice to touch, calming, friendly, but they were animals, and his …
fascination only went so far, fortunately.

Harry in his Naga form was another matter entirely.

His husband looked mutinous and the glower he sent his tail tip should have shrivelled the
appendage right up, but instead it just continued to stroke around Voldemort’s leg, making the
pleasure downright unbearable. He forced himself to sit still and breathe slowly. Forced



himself to not pay attention to the tail and the delicious feeling of it against his skin. It was
ludicrous that something that should be insignificant could feel so … gratifying.

Harry breathed out slowly and met Voldemort’s gaze.

“One thing that I’m unable to escape in this shape is Naga instincts,” Harry said slowly.
“Right now, I am a Naga, instincts and all. This early after the change I should, by rights,
have better control and be able to keep my instincts enough in check to at least not act on
them. But I have never run across this … instinct … before. It’s stronger than anything else I
have felt so far …” He breathed deeply again. “Since we are married and we, for all intents
and purposes, have mated, I guess I shouldn’t be too surprised when my Naga-self sees you
as my mate.”
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“One thing that I’m unable to escape in this shape is Naga instincts,” Harry said slowly.
“Right now, I am a Naga, instincts and all. This early after the change I should, by rights,
have better control and be able to keep my instincts enough in check to at least not act on
them. But I have never run across this … instinct … before. It’s stronger than anything else I
have felt so far …” He breathed deeply again. “Since we are married and we, for all intents
and purposes, have mated, I guess I shouldn’t be too surprised when my Naga-self sees you
as my mate.”

Pleasure, fierce and irrepressible, almost painful, ripped through Voldemort at Harry’s words
combined with the tail around his ankle, and he gasped, not able to hold back either the
pleasure or his reaction to it. His spine arched and he shuddered, breathing hard.

Only the fact that Harry the turned away and placed a privacy barrier around Voldemort
alone, kept Voldemort from wanting, needing, to lash out in humiliation and rage.

The fact that Harry did give him space and privacy, made the humiliation a little less
pertinent. A part of him still wanted to lash out at Harry, at anyone and everyone, because
this dared to happen, to him, out in the open, in front of someone.

The rest of him wanted to just enjoy the orgasmic pleasure that roared through him, sudden
and undeniable. The tail around his leg was still stroking him and Harry’s words rang in his
head. He let himself relax in his chair and closed his eyes, only for a moment. It was
exhausting, being that aroused for so long and then climaxing because of a few words.

Words!

And a beautiful, caressing tail, he added and spelled himself and his robes clean. He truly
didn’t know what to think of this, any of it.

Harry didn’t turn around until Voldemort broke the privacy barrier, then he came closer again
and coiled himself up next to the little table. His tail still held on to Voldemort, and the
exasperated glare Harry sent it told him that that wasn’t entirely voluntary from Harry’s side.



“I know you have no reason to believe me,” Harry said stiffly with his gaze on the table and
his shoulders hunched, “what with the bet I mentioned and all, but what happened just now
was not intentional on my part, in any way, shape or form. I would not do that to anyone. I
apologise and I am willing to apologise again when our mind doors are open.”

So you will know that I truly mean it, went unsaid, but was understood.

After a slight hesitation Voldemort answered: “I believe you, and I accept your apology. No
further apology is needed. You seemed to be unable to keep your tail under complete control,
and you could not know what my reaction to your words would be.”

That was the simple truth of it. Voldemort still felt slightly humiliated, and rage burned deep,
deep down, but he could admit that it was not Harry’s fault any more than it was Voldemort’s
own. It had happened, and while Voldemort probably would spend some time pondering on
exactly how it could happen, he did not need to shove blame around.

That kind of mindset was still new and quite uncommon for him, but he thought he could
learn to appreciate it.

Harry huddled even more in on himself before he suddenly straightened, as if forcing himself
to stop behaving like that. The tail tip around Voldemort’s ankle kept moving restlessly and
Harry scrubbed at his face with his hands.

“I don’t know why you … I don’t know why my Naga-self sees you as my mate, when that
hasn’t happened with anyone else I have had sex with since I first began to change shape. I
have, naturally, not felt like you are my mate when I am in human form, because humans
don’t have mates, but … Maybe it was the marriage part, the magic that binds us together
because of that. Maybe the soul shard or the mind bridge … I don’t have an answer for that,
and while I … guess that … you don’t mind the notion … too much … I am sorry for any …
uneasiness this may give you.”

Voldemort poured them still steaming hot tea while he thought about what Harry had said and
his own reactions. This needed to be discussed now before they could move on. There was a
real chance that Harry on occasion would like the opportunity to change into his Naga-self, as
he put it. It sounded like he was used to stay in that shape now and again. If anything, it
sounded like Harry was unused to stay human for long periods of time. So, there was a
chance that it would make him more comfortable if he could change shapes, to Naga or
otherwise, at least partly in the open, and for that to happen they needed to figure this out.

For both their sakes.

When he had prepared both their cups to their liking and handed Harry his cup, he took one
sip from his own and set the cup down.

“As you know I have three appearances, and I think you also know that I am not entirely
human, though I am not a shapechanger of your calibre. One of my forms is quite snakelike.
Maybe that was the deciding factor? Maybe that combined with the binding in marriage and
the mind bridge? I cannot say anything for certain, but as you said yourself; I honestly do not



mind the notion of being seen as the mate of your Naga-self. Although, I do not know what
such a thing would entail …” He looked questioningly at Harry who shrugged.

“Me neither, this is the first time this instinct made itself known and while I have read a bit
about Nagas, I have never met anyone, so I know very little.”

“Then I request that you tell me if I can help you with anything to make this easier; if you
want to figure anything out or talk something through. This includes asking me to keep out of
your way for a while, if the instincts make any difficulty for you. You have enough trouble
already; you do not need Naga mating instincts to make more of it.”

He regretted the words as he said them. The thought of never seeing Harry as a Naga again
was almost distressing, but it was necessary, and true. Harry did not need more of any kind of
trouble, and mating instincts among creatures, beings and animals were notoriously strong
and hard to deal with.

The tail around his ankle tightened painfully hard. Voldemort had just then picked up his cup
and the sudden pain made the cup slip from his grip. China rattled against each other, and the
tea spattered over the table when his whole body spasmed in pained surprise.

“Sorry, sorry! I’m so sorry!” Harry said hurriedly.

The tail loosened its grip, and the table and Voldemort’s robes were spelled clean and dry
before he could blink. The cool tail and soft scales disappeared completely, and Harry stood
on his two, human legs on the other side of the table, dressed in the clothes he had been in
when he changed into the panther.

“That was apparently not the right thing to say,” Voldemort commented dryly, leaning back in
his chair and watching as Harry sat down in his own chair and poured a fresh cup before
preparing it as Voldemort liked it.

“Apparently not.” Harry handed him the cup. “I thought it best to take Naga instincts out of
this conversation. Even though I truly miss that shape, strangely enough.”

Voldemort took the cup with a nod and when Harry slowly, almost hesitantly, opened his
mind door, Voldemort opened his own. The experience these past months had shown that the
more openness there was between them, the better. He had thought he would mind more,
sharing so much of his feelings, his mind, but as he got as much as he gave, it was a fair
exchange.

“I guess that while it is confusing and frustrating, I don’t actually need to know why my
Naga-self decided that you are its, my, mate. Damn, that sounds strange. Honestly, I didn’t
think this situation would ever come up, I’m human …” Harry stopped, blinked and frowned.
The confusion in his mind got stronger before he shook his head.

“I’m really not, am I? Not anymore, not truly.” He frowned again and looked down into his
tea. “So strange, I never thought of that before, but … I can be pretty much anything I want,
and humans can’t do that. I’m not human, in the same way that werewolves aren’t human.



I’m just mostly human.” He looked up with a small grin on his face, eyes sparkling and
mischief rolling through his mind. “Beginning to regret this match yet?”

“Certainly not,” Voldemort said calmly. “We are simply two individuals who are just mostly
human, instead of entirely. I can hardly complain about you not being completely human,
when I myself am not.”

“That … is a good point.” Voldemort felt the approval from Harry, even before Harry said:
“Thanks.”

“It is simply the truth, Harry. If you are alright with figuring out why I am your Naga-self’s
mate and what that means, at a later date …?”

“Yes, the first I can accept never understanding, and simply just put it up to instinct. The
second I might want to figure out at some point, as I quite like being a Naga, at least now and
again, you know for variety’s sake …”

Joy, curiosity, possessiveness, lust, and wariness flooded through Voldemort at the words, and
while he tried to keep the brunt of it in check for a moment, he soon gave up. It was too much
to hold back with any success, and should he succeed, Harry would know that he held a lot
back and that would probably be worse than letting him read Voldemort’s feelings in the first
place.

He read Harry’s caution in answer to his possessiveness and lust, until the man slowly
smirked, and Voldemort read more acceptance than caution. He didn’t quite know how that
was possible, but he wouldn’t complain if Harry opted to not take offence at what Voldemort
felt in this situation.

“No, I do most certainly not know, as I cannot decide what shape I hold,” Voldemort said
slowly.    

“That’s true,” Harry conceded.

“Now, we should try to figure out how you can partly transform and how to stop you from
unintentionally harming me.”

“But you are curious, I can feel that you are.”

“I am immensely curious, but I feel that we should discuss this first, as this was the reason
you admitted to your abilities. If you feel like answering some of my questions after that, it
would be very much appreciated.”

Harry nodded. “As I decided that I somehow had imagined it, after the first time I attacked
you, I didn’t think much about any of it. I knew I could change into an animal with claws, but
I also knew that I couldn’t partly transform. Only … what I thought I knew was wrong.”

He held up his hands and both of them started changing shape. When he stopped, Harry’s
fingers were shorter and thicker and had big, retractable claws instead of fingernails. His
hands were also broader and black fur covered the back of his fingers and hands. This was



without a doubt something very close to the claws that had ruined Voldemort’s back and
shoulders more than once.

“I never tested it before today, so I never knew that I could do it. That’s a how, at least. As to
how to stop me from hurting you when I so far only have done so when I’m not exactly all
there, mentally …” He shook his head, frustration filling his head.

“It has never happened before it happened to you, I know that much,” Harry continued in a
low voice. “Hermi always kept people away if I was pissed or otherwise truly volatile, and I
suspect that it will only happen if someone is close enough to be caught by my claws or teeth.
As you have to be when the soul shard … acts up.”

“It has only happened three times, in four months,” Voldemort offered, “and the second time
happened when we had sex. Because I cannot completely remember when it happened, I
suspect it was at some point when I was on the mind bridge and did not completely feel my
own body.”

Harry made a grimace and shame and regret darted around. “I thought I felt some pain from
you, but you insisted that you were fine.”

“I did, and that was my choice.”

Harry nodded. “I can take it on as a project; trying to find something that will keep you safe
during such incidents. If not a spell, then maybe a talisman or a potion, something fast acting,
at least.”

“It would be good if you would do that, as I cannot think of anything that would suit the
situation, and I honestly have a lot to keep on top of already. I assume it was your magic and
not your actual claws that made it possible for you to destroy my fighting robe, so any
solution must take that into consideration, too. The robes might not have been as well warded
as yours, but normal claws should not have been able to destroy them.”

“I will keep that in mind.” Harry nodded.

“And your eyes have changed with your mood. Sometimes the colour just gets more intense
and at other times they change or glow, or both. Your voice has also changed a time or two,
and you have growled in a way a human with a human voice box simply cannot do.”

Harry closed his eyes and Voldemort could read unease, despair, anger and regret vying for
power inside him. Then Harry took three deep breaths and shoved the feelings ruthlessly
down, to be replaced with a heavy, heavy acceptance.

When Harry opened his eyes again, they were full of the resigned acceptance he felt, and so
very tired.

“I never really planned on surviving the war, Voldemort,” he said slowly in a mere whisper.
“Later, I never really planned to survive this marriage. Not in a way that would take me out
amongst people again, at the very least.”



That was the chilling truth and it filled Harry’s mind to the brim. He had gone into the
marriage prepared to die, or at the very least be held as a hostage for peace. Voldemort had
known that, of course, but knowing it was different from feeling it. The memory of cold
despair and grim surrender.

“If I am to go out amongst people, they will figure out that I am no longer human, sooner or
later, because what you mention is not … news, not like the incidents we already have talked
about. What you describe will continue to happen, whatever I do. Those kinds of reactions
are an undeniable part of me, of who and what I am, now.

“The people closest to me during the war, those that survived, already know what I am, what
I can do. They had little to no trouble accepting it. Those who see enough of me will figure it
out, like you did. Like Astoria and Draco will do, or already have done.” He swallowed hard.
“I did … a stupid thing back then, and if people want to shun me for it, they are welcome to
do so. It won’t be the first time, nor the second. I do not care anymore.”

That was the truth, and also not quite. Harry did care, but he knew that was the price he had
to pay for being around people, and he was willing to pay it. If he was allowed. If Voldemort
would be willing to let Harry be seen now that he knew that Harry wasn’t human and was
unable to completely hide it.

Silently and demonstratively, Harry held out his cup for more tea before taking a scone from
the serving plate between them. Voldemort poured the tea and waited quietly while Harry
doctored it to his liking.

“Very well, we will deal with it when it comes out,” Voldemort said, emphatically.

There was not much else he could say. He would not keep Harry caged, like Harry had feared
in the beginning, like he might fear again right now. He would not do that. Could not do that.
If magical Britain reacted badly when they found out, they would deal with it. He was the
Dark Lord, and he had dealt with worse, much worse. He would not allow his people to
ostracise his husband. Would not allow them to turn against him or hunt him because he was
different.

He would not allow it.

Harry looked at him and blinked, the surprise written in both his face and his feelings. Then
the surprise gradually bled out into quiet pleasure and Harry gave a slow smile. It made little
sense to Voldemort, but he did appreciate both the feeling of pleasure and the smile. Maybe it
was relief that Voldemort wouldn’t cage him, wouldn’t deny him companionship? But he
didn’t really think that was it, because Harry’s feelings held very little in the way of relief.

“Alright, we will deal with it when it becomes necessary.” The satisfaction in Harry’s voice
and mind was palpable, but the reason still evaded Voldemort.

Hurriedly he scrutinised their words and feelings until he realised exactly what he had said,
what Harry had heard, and understood correctly.

We, as in they, as in both of them together.



We, as in not you alone. 

We.

And Voldemort had meant it as such, but maybe, maybe he had not said it before, meant it
before.

He did now. Harry was his, his husband, his equal, his partner, his mystery.

His.

At the thought he couldn’t keep the possessiveness in check, and he grimaced, knowing that
Harry would read his feelings as he felt them. Harry sent back exasperated amusement and
when Voldemort met his husbands gaze, he saw dancing green eyes over the rim of the
teacup. None of them said anything until Harry put his cup down.

“Would you consider making some plans, some possible responses, with me, for when people
in general do figure out that you are more than just a wizard?” Voldemort asked.

“Yes, I think that would be good. Having some plans would be wise.”

“Good. Astoria already has made up her mind that you are not human. She helped heal me
once, but even without that, I believe she would have seen enough to make that conclusion. It
would not surprise me if Draco has noticed something too. If you want to be honest with
them, so it would be easier for you to be around them, ask them for a Secrecy Oath. You can
always release them from it later, if you so wish.”

“I think … I think I might do that. Should I release you from your Oath? I think … I believe I
am comfortable doing that now that I know how you reacted.”

“That is your choice, Harry. If you want to be certain that I keep this secret a while longer,
that is fine. If you want to release me now and let me decide what I say when, that too is
fine.”

Harry wavered for five seconds before he released Voldemort from his Oath.

“Just … if you feel like spilling the beans, tell me beforehand, yeah?”

“I will not betray your trust, and if I at some point see no other solution than informing
someone about this, I will tell you beforehand if at all possible.”

Harry nodded and they were quiet for a little while, before Harry gave a small sigh.

“So, do you have any questions?”  

“Do you know the limits for your shapes?” Voldemort asked immediately and was answered
with a silent wave of amusement from Harry.

“There are some limits, but they are mostly connected to the variables I gave earlier, like if
I’m tired or have used a lot of magic recently. I can get quite big and really small, I can fly



and swim, and I can become pretty much every different magical creature and being I have
bothered to try, so far. But again, if I keep a shape too long, it becomes dangerous. That is a
very … hard limit.

“I can, strangely enough, not change how I look, when I look human. And while I can decide
on different kinds of races within a species, like different kinds of dogs, I only have one
shape from each. If I’m a Jack Russell Terrier, I’m the same Jack Russell Terrier every time,
with the same size and colouring. That’s Jack Russell Terrier-Harry, as much as you saw
Naga-Harry. The same goes for everything else. I cannot change that. The panther, tiger and
so on, is the only version of me within that race. Though, I may be a different breed of tiger
or wolf altogether.”

Voldemort felt riveted by the information, and almost opened his mouth to ask how this was
even possible. Never had he heard, seen, or read anything to indicate that such a thing was
possible. He quickly stopped himself before the words could leave him. Harry had made it
very clear that he didn’t want to discuss that part, and he didn’t want to push, not in this. Not
now.

Harry made a small sound and Voldemort knew that he read something from his feelings that
Voldemort hadn’t meant for him to read.

“I will tell you what I can, but know that I cannot tell you more than this, because I don’t
know anymore, any longer.” He swallowed hard and Voldemort nodded silently.

The trepidation and disgust he read from Harry was not good signs.

“As I said, I wanted a ritual to make sure that I could choose my Animagus form. That was
all I wanted, but as I didn’t find anything in Europe, I kept looking on our travels, and we
travelled a lot. At one point we found a pretty good clue and followed it, and no, I will not
tell you where we ended up finding it.” He shuddered visibly and uneasiness roiled within
him.

Harry’s uneasiness made Voldemort uneasy in turn. He knew that it was not much that could
make his husband this disturbed. He still dearly wished to have a look at the ritual and see if
maybe he could do something with it, adjust it or the like, but mostly he just wanted to see it
because he really wanted to know what kind of ritual Harry talked about. What kind of ritual
could make a wizard into a previously completely unknown type of shapechanger.

 “What I will tell you is that even after careful translation and double and triple checking, we
still got it wrong. It was never supposed to change a normal wizard into an Animagus.
Honestly, a normal wizard would never have survived that … that ritual. Never. I still can’t
quite believe that I did. When it was done and all limbs were accounted for, I obliviated
Hermi and Hermi obliviated me, so neither of us could spread the information, on purpose or
by accident. The world should not have access to that kind of magic. It really, really
shouldn’t.” Harry shuddered and kept his gaze on the table, shoulders hunched. His feelings
were a mess of old terror, disgust and pain and a fresher fear, probably because he was afraid
of Voldemort pushing the point.

Suddenly Harry forced all those feelings down and away and he straightened in his chair.



“Are people going to continue to bow, scrape and call me ‘my Lord’?” he asked.

“That is doubtful, if that is not your wish,” Voldemort stated after a moment. “Last night you
were a leader, a Lord of your forces; your people. And that was easy to see, to feel. That does
not mean that you always ought to occupy that role. Tell Astoria that you wish to be Mr.
Potter, or Harry, again, and she will spread the word.” 

Harry nodded. “I will, I can … acquiesce to being a warlord, a battle lord, if that ever …” he
stopped, closed his eyes, swallowed and opened his eyes again. “With my luck, that would be
‘when’ not ‘if’, it becomes necessary again.”

“You do not have to do anything you do not wish to, Harry, you have done enough for this
world and in this war. You may leave the battlefields behind, permanently.”

“See, I don’t work like that, never did, unfortunately. In situations like the one yesterday, I
can’t just think ‘good luck’ and see people leave for battle, knowing that it is quite possible
that my own participation might change the tide of the battle. Might change the price we have
to pay. I’m not wired that way. Even knowing that it’s a consequence of lifelong
conditioning; I can’t just let it go.”

“Very well. Warlord it is, until you decide otherwise.”

Harry nodded at him, relief and gratitude in his mind. Then it changed to sharp determination
and a hint of dry amusement.

“Don’t hex me now, but about your reaction to my Naga form …”

Voldemort narrowed his eyes, but didn’t go for his wand. There was too much determination
in Harry, and too little amusement, for him to want to make fun of Voldemort and that …
event.

“Go on.”

Harry nodded. “I do realise that was not ideal in any way, but just so you know; I don’t
shame people for whatever happens to push their buttons. And as you surely remember, I
wasn’t exactly surprised by the fact that you liked that shape, either. People like what they
like, and as long as things only happen between adults that have given their informed
consent, I don’t really care what people do together. There is stuff I can’t comprehend, sure,
but that doesn’t mean I feel the need to judge anyone for liking that. Just thought I should put
that point out there, you know.”

Voldemort looked at Harry and looked at the feelings he could read from him like an open
book. There were no lies, no revulsion and no judgement. Just acceptance. If Harry did feel
repulsed by the fact that Voldemort liked, no, desired, Harry in his Naga shape, then Harry
didn’t show it at all.

But why did he tell Voldemort this, now, and like this? What did he have to gain from it?



“This is about the fact that you believe you might want an actual sex-life with me, at some
point,” Voldemort decided after a while.

That conversation, two months in the past now, was one of the more perplexing conversations
Voldemort had had with anyone in his entire life. And that included this one when he had
been told, shown, the fact that his husband wasn’t actually human. How Harry could ever
consider wanting to have sex on a regular basis with the man that had killed his family and
brought the Magical World to its knees through two bloody wars … That was beyond even
his capability to understand.

“Well, yes, but only partly. I didn’t want anything to … fester, after what happened. I didn’t
see any reason for me to let it, when I truly have no problem with what happened.”

Truth.

“And just, to be absolutely clear, I do know that the choice of whether we have a sex-life or
not, isn’t just mine. You do not want to push me into something I don’t want, and I don’t
want to push you into something you don’t want. I simply don’t want there to be any
unnecessary obstacles to make any choice harder, for either of us. There are enough of those
obstacles already.”

Voldemort frowned for a moment.

“I do see your point. However, I do not see how you could want to have sex with me more
than that one, necessary time.”

That he had never presumed to be possible. He hadn’t given it much thought either, before
that bewildering conversation. Sex was not that interesting. So, while he was more than
proprietary enough to know that he didn’t want his husband to share someone else’s bed,
hence the fidelity clause in the marriage contract, he hadn’t given much thought at all to his
own sex-life. Or lack there off. Before that talk where they agreed to try to consummate their
marriage, that was. That talk, and Harry admitting to possibly wanting to have sex at a later
date too, really didn’t make much sense to Voldemort.

“If we don’t take my claws and the sudden mind bridge into consideration, and the
awkwardness we had to begin with.” Harry smiled dryly. “Then what we had was, from my
point of view, a very good fuck indeed. Sure, those three elements are quite big, but the mind
bridge won’t surprise us like that again, I will work on managing the claw problem, and I’m
not going to think sex is a good idea before we reach a point where such awkwardness is
gone anyway. I’m not there yet, and I don’t know when I will get there either, but I’m quite
certain that I will get there at some point.” He gave a shrug with one shoulder. “At least with
how things are going now.”

Truth. Harry was a little wary of being this open, but not enough to hold back.

Voldemort hesitated, uncertain. What did one say to something like this? His first instinct,
when Harry had mentioned the earlier incident, had been to lash out, but that wasn’t right.
Not when Harry simply had wanted to assure him of the fact that he didn’t judge, and in truth



didn’t really care much about what had occurred. Not when he had brought it up to stop any
misunderstandings or resentment from making difficulties for them both in the future.

“I appreciate the point and the sentiment,” Voldemort slowly said in the end. “I do not know
what I want for the future, for my part. I still have not given it much thought. Maybe I will
now.”

Harry nodded, then he got up and stretched.

“Now that the Kneazle is out of the bag, so to speak, I’m going to find Nagini and change
into a snake in front of her and see what she thinks of it. Would you care to join me?” Harry
grinned and Voldemort got to his feet quite fast, sudden excitement thrumming through him
at the thought of seeing more of Harry’s remarkable ability.

“That will make her adore you even more than she already does, I am certain.”

Harry smiled. “If you say so.”

 

Chapter End Notes
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The Art of Deduction

Chapter Notes
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Harry smiled at the little squeal of happiness from the small boy who just had gotten his
dream bedroom. He watched as the boy ran across the floor and jumped up into the big, soft
bed amongst clouds and flying creatures on the walls. There were dragons, Hippogriffs,
Fairies, Pixies, several types of winged horses, some people on brooms, birds, even some
Thestrals flying lazily around on the soft, blue walls. The boy hugged the dark blue duvet to
his chest and watched as a big Chinese Fireball dragon flew by on the wall next to him.

Harry had had to learn quite a few new charms to be able to make something like this, but the
result was good, and brittle happiness radiated off the boy and the two parents in the
doorway. It was less than a week since the funeral for their other child, an older girl that had
died in the Battle of Hogsmeade, defending her baby brother with her life. She had died a
hero, and that meant shit to the grieving family. Sure, they were happy that they still had a
living child, but having survived the war until the peace treaty had been signed, they should
by rights had two. They should never have lost their daughter.

And there was nothing Harry or anyone else could do about that enormous grief. He had gone
to the funeral, to all the funerals, together with Voldemort, Astoria and Draco. He had
attended the meetings where they discussed how to stop it from ever happening again. And
he had raised this house in Hogsmeade for them the first chance he got, after the new ward
stones for both the tent camp and the village were done … And it was not enough, it would
never be enough. The grief would fade with sufficient time, it always did, somehow, but the
loss would leave a hole in their life for as long as they lived. Always remembered, always
missed, always held so very dear.

“Thank you, Mr. Potter, thank you so much!” The boy jumped out of the bed and ran towards
Harry, but seeing the tear-streaked faces of his parents, the boy suddenly remembered his
sister again, and he froze. Tears abruptly started streaming down his face.

“Agatha would have … would have liked it too, and she … she would have liked a room of
her own,” he mumbled, sniffling. “She never had that …” He blinked through the tears. “She
never got that …”

“You are allowed to be happy, even if your sister isn’t here to share the happiness with you,”
Harry said in a low voice and put one knee on the floor to be closer in height to the boy. “She
loved you, there can’t be any doubt about that. She would have wanted you to be happy,
when you can, even if she isn’t here with you.”

“Oh yes,” the mother said through her tears. “She would have been so happy for you, my
darling boy, so happy to see you smile.”

The boy ran to his mother and burrowed his face into her robes. She hugged him hard and the
father looked at Harry.



“Thank you so much for all this, Mr. Potter. It does not … it does not solve … anything …
but I, we, hope that it will make it easier to find some sort of new normal. In a while.”

“Yes,” Harry agreed and got up, “in a while. I will see you all in the village square in about
forty-five minutes?”

“Absolutely. I need to learn to cast the Patronus Charm,” the father said decisively.

They all knew that things might have been different if the tent camp had been able to get help
faster. In such situations every single minute counted. Harry would make very sure to not
sound like he blamed anyone when he began the instructions. People didn’t need to feel more
guilt than they already did.

“Not everyone will be able to learn, but when I’m done with you all, it will only be those that
truly don’t have enough magical power and thus cannot learn, that can’t cast the charm.
Everyone else will cast a corporeal Patronus so calling for help will be easier, even if I have
to train you for the next seven years.”

The Dementors were gone for good, or if they suddenly should appear somewhere again,
Harry had no compunction whatsoever with using Fiendfyre on the creatures again. No one
deserved to live close to those creatures, absolutely no one, and now everyone was scarred
and broken after a long war. Anyone would be a veritable feast of grief and pain for the
Dementors. No, Harry would exterminate them as many times as he had to, or Hermione
would be more than happy to do it for him if he couldn’t get away to do it. Hell, she probably
would beat him to it, anyway. It was her abhorrence for the creatures that had opened his own
eyes, after all.

Getting people to learn the Patronus Charm now was for a different kind of defence.

“Thank you,” the mother said, and Harry nodded at her before he left the new building, Draco
and Susan at his sides and Severus trailing them. Harry didn’t much like the man, but he
seemed to have discovered the art of shutting up during the war, and didn’t try to be agonistic
anymore. Harry suspected that Voldemort or Astoria had had something to do with the man’s
improved attitude, but he didn’t care, he just wanted to be spared his scathing remarks.

They went to the new tavern in Hogsmeade, The Purple Dragon, The Dragon for short. Harry
had laughed when Astoria had informed him that there had been a vote, and that The Purple
Dragon had won by a mile. The sign above the door was, of course, a purple dragon figurine
that flew around in the air and now and again spat jets of flame. It was a bit of excellent spell
work.

Inside the tavern Draco led the way to a corner booth and sat down, Harry sat on the same
bench with Susan opposite them. Severus sat down on a chair next to the wall, so as not to be
cornered and have a good view of the people in the tavern and the people who came in. They
had already made their order before they went to build the last house for the day, so the food
and drink was served within minutes of their arrival.

Draco had told Harry that he had gotten orders from Astoria, both as his superior in the Death
Eaters and as his wife, to make sure that Harry both rested and ate during the day. And Susan



had admitted that she had been asked to take on nagging duty, if Harry got stubborn, seeing
as Astoria herself was cooped up in meetings at the Ministry and Susan had the afternoon
free. Faced with such adversity as that, Harry had bowed out as gracefully as he possibly
could. He had rolled his eyes a time or two, but Susan hadn’t had to nag at him to take a
breather.

The food was a simple stew and fresh baked garlic bread, but it was both tasty and filling and
Harry drank the butterbeer slowly, enjoying every sip. It was the first he had had since the
day he got married. The brewery was about ready to begin mass production again, but still
people could only order so much at any given time, and the bottles were smaller than before.
The price should be possible for most people to pay, at least now and again.

Voldemort had made a deal with the goblins of Gringotts to give out loans with a lot smaller
fees than usual. Harry wasn’t certain, but he believed Voldemort had given the goblins some
kind of treasure in return to get them to lower the fees that much. However, he was absolutely
certain that these loans made it possible for people to open shops and begin new ventures, or
build up old ones, and thus rebuild the Magical World of Britain.

They were all almost finished eating when Severus stiffened and got to his feet. Harry looked
up and saw a face he knew, but didn’t particularly like.

“Dodge, what a surprise,” Severus drawled, his wand held loosely in his hand.

The elderly wizard just sneered at him before focusing on Harry. The sneer transformed into
a white-hot rage, but because Harry didn’t see him draw his wand, he simply kept his own
wand drawn under the table, and pointed at Dodge. No need to begin the hostilities, when the
hostilities would start soon enough.

“We trusted you! Albus trusted you!” Dodge hissed. “Damn traitor!”

“Mr. Dodge,” Susan began, and Dodge sneered at her too.

“You are a disappointment to your aunt, to your whole family! They died fighting your new
leader! How can you work for him!”

“I’m not as much of a disappointment for Amelia, as she is for me, let me tell you,” Susan
said icily. “And I’m doing what’s right, what’s best, for my people. The very same thing
Harry did.”

At that Dodge turned to Harry again, and Susan winced.

“We trusted you, you were supposed to save us! Not turn your back on us!” Dodge was
almost shouting.

“Get out, Dodge, there is nothing and no one for you here,” Severus said, and Susan nodded
and started getting to her feet, probably to show Dodge the door.

“I did save you, as best as I could,” Harry told Dodge without batting an eye. He was used to
being shouted at by people that believed they knew him and what he should do with his life,



better than he did. After all, he had been shouted at, blamed and belittled in one form or
another his entire life.

“It was rather late, I will give you that, but now you are safe to live your life as best you can.
Same as anyone and everyone else, regardless of affiliation and blood status,” Harry
continued.

“They will kidnap children! Has anyone told you that! They will kidnap the Muggleborn
children! Take them away from their family, forever! Family is important!” He was shouting
now, and Susan had taken his arm and tried to turn him away from Harry, but she stopped
when Harry got to his feet and stepped up to Dodge.

“Is that what you told yourself when you saw a too small boy, bruised and battered and
looking for scraps of food in the bins, all the times you shadowed me as a child? Hmm,
Dodge? Family is important? But how they treat their child is not, is that it?

“I know that the Muggleborn children will be placed in suitable magical families, I also know
what kind of safety net they will get; after all, that was one of my recommendations to the
peace treaty. Non-magicals should not raise magical children; they don’t have enough
knowledge and understanding of their child’s circumstances to do so. And for every incident
of accidental magic that occurs around non-magicals, we run a higher risk of being
discovered by them.

“So no, Dodge, I did not turn my back on the magical society, even if my actions are not what
you would have liked. I did what I had to do to save the most people I possibly could.”

“By fucking a monster! Your parent’s murderer!” Dodge spat in Harry’s face. “They would
roll in their graves if they knew!”

Harry removed Dodge’s mouth with a silent curse and dried the spittle from his face.

“I know that it’s pedantic, but technically, he was their killer, not their murderer. They were
combatants in a war, they knew the risks. If he had managed to kill me, he would have been
my murderer as I was a child, but my parents were his sworn enemies, not civilians. They had
made their choice in the war they fought.”

Dodge’s eyes shot hate right at him and he tried to make noise without a mouth. It didn’t
work very well.

Harry had thought about it a lot over the years and talked it over with Hermione several
times, and decided that this was a stance he actually was comfortable with. Even if other
people were not. He could still hate the fact that his parents had died protecting him, still hate
that they hadn’t run from the county and left the war behind, still hate that he never got the
chance to know them, but had been war, and Harry knew very well what war did to people.

“I’m going to enjoy a few more minutes in peace before I start the lesson. Do you have him
alright, Susan?” Harry asked.



“Of course, I will be right back. Oh, do you want to press charges for harassment and assault?
He is old enough to know that he can’t go around spitting in people’s faces.”

Dodge tried to jerk free of Susan’s grasp, but didn’t get anywhere.

 “Would he be more likely to get a fine or community service?” Harry asked.

“Community service for a first offence, I believe. Most likely he would be put to cleaning
rubble or painting a new building or something like that. Probably without magic.”

“Sounds good, go for it. Tell me how it goes when you know?”

“Sure, sure, be right back.”

Harry sat down and drank from his butterbeer. He really wanted to enjoy it for a bit longer.
Maybe he should look into getting himself a butterbeer now and again, instead of the wine
and harder alcohol the others mostly favoured. It tasted really good warm in the winter
months.

Not long after, Susan came back, and they found their way to the village square where the
Patronus instructions would take place.

“Susan, would it be possible for me to join you at the Ministry when we are done here?”
Harry asked while they walked.

“I have a meeting at five, but I’m free until then. Business or pleasure?”

“Business, I’m afraid. I kind of promised Dragon to look into the child-murder case and
inform her if I found anything interesting.”

“Harry, you dragged Dragon into this! I know she was there; I even saw her from afar, but
Harry … that’s not healthy …”

Harry winced, knowing very well what Susan was talking about. But there was no way in
Hell that he wouldn’t do this. And not just because of Dragon. “You know how she gets when
there are children involved, I couldn’t very well not offer. She might … she might do
something much more drastic …”

Might, he thought dryly. There was nothing uncertain about it.

Susan drew in a deep breath and let it go. “Is there a timeline?”

“No, I simply told her I would look into it.”

That too, was true, but he wouldn’t stop looking until he found something. He would have
begun looking before now, if he truly had believed that he would be allowed to. But now …
now he knew that he was allowed to lead in battle, allowed to be a warlord, so then he would
assume he was allowed to do this too, until a certain someone told him otherwise.

This was worth the risk.



“That’s good, at least, I have heard rumours about what happened last time she got too much
into something, even if I wasn’t here then.”

“You do know that you are talking about the dragon as if it’s a person, don’t you?” Draco said
conversationally from Harry’s other side.

“She might not be human, but please believe me when I say that she very much has a
personality,” Susan said pointedly. “One that’s better not riled, as she is, as you pointed out, a
bloody big dragon!”

“Does her race have a name?” Draco asked.

“I can’t answer that,” Harry said.

Draco opened his mouth and Harry added, to forestall an interrogation.

“The only thing I can tell you is that her race is absolutely nothing like other dragons. I’m
quite certain Dragon is more than capable of outsmarting me, of outsmarting all the four of us
combined. She isn’t one we want to be annoyed at us. And the killing of children,
younglings, is one of her weak spots. The words ‘killing frenzy’ comes to mind.” Harry
shuddered, and that was not at all affected. He was, in general, not afraid of Dragon, but he
knew when to be wary.

“Very well,” Draco said after a beat. “But you do know that there is already a massive
investigation into this? I believe there are more Auror’s on this than there are on everything
else combined.”

“As there should be,” Susan said.

“I know, but I gave my word,” Harry said, “so I have to try. I will never be able to face her
again otherwise.”

I will never be able to look myself in the mirror again, either, not that it is easy as it is. There
is so much blood on my hands. So much.

Draco nodded and they reached the square where almost the whole village had gathered for
their first lesson in the Patronus Charm. Harry had circulated informational pamphlets about
the charm for a few days, both here and in the Magical District in London, and in a few days
he would have a similar lesson in the Magical District. This he would continue doing for the
foreseeable future. One lesson at each place, every other week.

Harry cast Sonorus at himself and stopped in front of the gathered magicals.

“Alright you lot, let us go over the basics and then try the charm. The Patronus Charm takes
a lot of magic so if you are unsure if you are capable of casting it, come by me and I will
check you out. If lack of power makes it hard for you to cast it, you are free to go.” Harry
knew that this was where he would lose the most people. After all, at fifteen he had tried to
teach about fifty school children to cast the charm and when he was done, almost twenty of
those hadn’t been able to cast it, because of power. “If you have enough power to cast it, I



want you to work at it for at least a year before giving up for any other reason. Most people
use about six to eight months to learn. I will teach anyone who is capable and willing to try,
for as long as they need.

“Now, the general consensus is that you need a happy memory to cast the Patronus, and sure,
a happy memory works, but so does simple happiness, even hope for or a wish for happiness.
Use what makes you happy, even if it’s something that never happened. And yes, I know that
both happy memories and general happiness is hard to come by nowadays, but don’t let that
stop you. Happiness can be true contentment, relief and self-satisfaction. Hell, I’m able to
cast a Patronus from the memories of surviving a particularly vicious battle, the relief was
that great. Happiness comes in many shapes and forms. What would make you happy today?
Questions?”

One woman’s hand shot up.

“Yes?”

The woman took one step forward. “Mr. Potter, what about those of us that has a … penchant
for Dark magic? Are we even able to cast such a Light charm?”

“Sure, if you have the power and the will. In a typical group of people about two in five
won’t be able to cast it because of power. One in five won’t find the focus or the will, but two
left will be able to cast it given enough work and time. What kind of magic you usually use
or what affiliation you had in the war is of no matter.”

The witch swallowed and he could see doubt in her eyes.

“The rumours about Dark magicals not being able to cast a Patronus is Light propaganda,”
Harry said in a mild voice. “Yes, we are born with different magical cores, but that only
signify what kind of magic we will find easiest to cast, and most spells are neutral anyway, so
it doesn’t matter. If you have a Dark core, you might find it a bit harder to cast a Patronus,
but far from impossible and even if you never succeed, you won’t be punished by magic for
trying.”

The witch nodded and stepped back. There were no more questions after that.

The instruction and practice continued for another hour and a half before Harry broke it up.
Several people could already conjure a non-corporeal Patronus, but almost seventy people
had been released from trying because they simply weren’t strong enough. Harry knew there
would be more people that weren’t strong enough, but if they wanted to try, then Harry
wouldn’t stop them. They might end up surprising both him and themselves, given the
chance.

It wouldn’t be the first time.

Harry, Draco and Severus followed Susan to the Ministry, but Severus and Draco agreed to
stay outside Susans office, so Harry could talk with Susan alone. He got copies of all the
information Susan and her Auror’s had gathered since the murders started, no less than seven
big boxes with parchment. Harry thanked her and went back to the Manor.



He nodded at Draco and Severus before he found his way to the wing he shared with
Voldemort. The man was at the Ministry, so Nagini was the only one in the wing. After going
through eight rooms, Harry found one that suited his plans. A big drawing room with several
big windows and little in the way of paintings on the walls or furniture. After getting help
from Dobby and Opal, the walls were bare, and the only furniture was one big table in the
middle of the room with four chairs.

Opal and Dobby popped back in after Harry sent them away with thanks, and with a defiant
look Opal put an enormous, shaggy green carpet on the floor beneath the table and chairs.
Dobby looked mutinously at Harry while setting a tea set with scones and biscuits on the
table before snapping his fingers so the fire in the cold fireplace roared to life and spread
warmth through the room. Both elves bowed and popped away without a word.

Harry smiled and poured himself some tea. He was beginning to not only respect and like,
but also love the house elves, just a little bit, for wanting to take care of their people, and
him, and not taking no for an answer when they did that job.

After a short tea break Harry began to sort through all the information he now had on the
child murderers and what they had done. Before dinner he knew all about the places and
families they had hit since their gruesome crusade had begun.

During the next day he found the facts about how every attack had happened. How they had
attacked, how they had gotten through the protections, what magic they had used and how the
defenders had tried and often failed to keep them back. He got so mentally and emotionally
exhausted by reading about the different carnages that he asked Voldemort for a break as
soon as dinner was over, and fell asleep in the man’s arms, yet again. He had almost gotten
used to it by now, as it happened nearly every time he asked for this kind of break. He didn’t
mind anymore, neither did Voldemort. Harry had made sure to ask him about it.

The same happened the three following days while Harry worked his way through all the
information and put it up in his own system on the walls of the room he had chosen to work
in. Voldemort didn’t complain about the fact that Harry used him as a mental crutch. Only
once did he ask if Harry maybe should let the Auror’s do their job and do something else
himself. When Harry told him about the promise to Dragon, and the fact that he did it for his
own peace of mind too, even if that peace of mind was in the future and not right now,
Voldemort let it rest.

Deep in the back of his mind Harry noted how good it felt to be respected for his choices by
someone else than Hermione. It had happened precious little during the war by anyone in an
equal or higher position than him, and even less while he grew up.

After a week of almost continuous work, Harry knew who had been killed, where and when
they had been killed, he knew what magic had been used and he knew what tactics had been
employed. He knew the name of the five culprits that had been killed in the Battle of
Hogsmeade, as that was the only time anyone had been killed or detained, not that those who
had survived their detention survived long after that. Harry still didn’t know how the suicides
had performed that piece of abhorrent magic. He knew that whoever was behind this was
both very knowledgeable in magic and wards, a good tactician and absolutely above average
in magical power.



Now it was time to look at why. If he assumed that this was one group - and he had to assume
that, for two equally big groups with the same goal could not possibly be able to hide its
members this long -, then he had to assume that they had a reason for suddenly killing
children after so many years of war. Why children? Did they want to end Britain’s Magical
World once and for all, exhausted by war and strife? Was every child killed a child of their
enemies? How could that be, when children from both sides had been killed?

He thought about it for some days before he made contact with Susan and asked about all the
information the Ministry had about all the children that had been killed in the war, before the
first attack of the child-murderers. She came with the information herself, but held back the
box when Harry reached for it.

“You know something,” she stated, looking into Harry’s eyes.

“No, I don’t, not yet.”

“Will you tell me when you do? I am the Head of DMLE, if you recall.”

“If I can, I will, but I … might not be able to.” After all, he had promised Dragon, and he
wasn’t certain about anything at this point.

“We are not at war anymore, Harry, none of us can take the law into our own hands any
longer, no matter how much we might want to.”

Harry nodded, but didn’t say anything. Susan knew him, she knew Dragon, she knew that he
would not make a promise just to break it later. So, he would not make a promise at all, this
time.

Susan grimaced and gave him the box. “I’m still mad at you for using Fiendfyre around
civilians like that.”

“You know I can control it. Coffee on me next week, or when I get my head out of this
project? I have gotten an offer for making and furnishing a new restaurant in the District and
they are willing to wait until I’m able to do it. We can meet up that day, maybe?”

“Of course they are willing to wait for The-Boy-Who-Lived to do the task, that’s a lot of free
advertising right there. Tell me when, and I will do my very best to be there.”

Harry nodded and Susan left. Minutes later Harry was buried in the new information, and he
hated every moment of it. His name was on one of the lists. The list of people that had lost
children close to them. He still remembered the day he had gotten the message. It was one of
the top five of the worst days during the war, right up there with the day he thought he would
lose Hermione to the curse which ultimately took her eye. It had been an attack on Diagon
Alley. The Dark had started it, but the Light had answered in a way that quickly made the
battle spin completely out of control.

He had not been there. He had not been able to help. To protect …



Two of the civilian casualties that day had been Nymphadora and Teddy Lupin. Tonks, as she
still had preferred to be called, had withdrawn from the fighting only months before, because
Andromeda had insisted, and had even threatened that she wouldn’t take care of Teddy for
her, when Tonks went out to fight. Andromeda had been there, that day, and as far as Harry
knew, she was still alive. He doubted that she did well, when she had lost both her husband,
her daughter, and her grandson in just a few years. Both he and Hermione assumed Remus to
be dead. Neither had heard anything from him since the funerals and it was too easy to get
yourself killed during a war when you were mad with grief.

There was a lot of children’s names on those lists, even before the child-murderers.

A lot.

Harry went over the lists with a fine-toothed comb, several times, and checked names up
against lists he had made that first week and made new lists.

He would turn every stone a hundred times, if that was what it took to figure this out and stop
it.

 

XXXXX

 

Four weeks after the Battle of Hogsmeade, Harry sat with his face in his hands and tried to
remember how to breathe. He had to be wrong. He couldn’t possibly be right, but … No, no,
there was no chance he had this right, it just couldn’t be …

He looked over the final list he had made. He knew that the child-murderers could choose to
attack again at any time. Their loss in the last battle might make them more daring, more
desperate. If he was right, he couldn’t hold on to this information. He couldn’t.

But he couldn’t be right. That wasn’t possible.

And still …

Still …

He began to sort through all his papers, all his lists, and found the pertinent ones. He gathered
them all in one box and shrunk it and warded it heavily before he grabbed a piece of blank
parchment and a quill. After a hesitation he wrote the note.

 

Darling,

I have been looking for clues for weeks now and I am afraid I have found some.

Please go through these for me and tell me I’m wrong.



Please tell me I’m wrong.

If not … go fetch.

 

With love, always,

H

 

Harry hesitated and closed his eyes for a moment before he wrote a postscript. He had to give
a hint as to what he feared, after all, without giving too much away, in case the owl was
intercepted. The postscript would also make it obvious that it was he who sent the package.

 

P.S. When a good man goes to war. **

 

The only message Harry had sent Hermione so far was a Patronus on her birthday, because
nothing would stop him from doing that. He knew he could send Hermione messages through
Susan, because while they hadn’t talked openly about it, the fact that Susan and Hermione
were in contact it had been mentioned in passing.

But that had never been their plan. Their plan had been for the long haul, for when they could
get in touch and stay in touch, openly. So far, he hadn’t really dared to think about it, because
it had been too far into the future and thinking about it would hurt too much, but now … Now
he was ready to hope that it would be possible, soon.

This letter might not be what he most wanted to send to Hermione in the first real message he
had sent her in months, but needs must. Hermione would understand better than anyone else
possibly could. Besides, this message, and the timing, was close to perfect. Up till this point
he had been uncertain about whether or not he was allowed to have company outside the
people who lived at the Manor, but now he met Susan at least once a week, outside of official
meetings and work. No one had ever tried to stop him or tried to question him about what
they talked about. Of course, it was possible that Hermione wasn’t on the approved company
list. But if this owl was intercepted and Harry was questioned about it, he could honestly tell
them that he wanted Hermione’s view on this problem.

It was a test, in more than one way.

And now he dared to hope in a way he hadn’t before. In a way he hadn’t hoped at all back in
the beginning of the marriage. Hermione had been the one to hope, the one to plan, the one to
tell him that things would work out, because she refused it to be otherwise. She had been able
to say that, to hold on to that hope, even after a bloody and brutal war.

She was a wonder.



He missed her. So much.

After tidying up his notes and emptying the whole room, Harry went to the owlery and sent
the message and the small box with a pale, beautiful barn owl.

Then he went to Astoria’s study and knocked, she answered immediately, and he went in.

“Harry,” she said with a gentle smile, “ready to join the living again?”

“I don’t know,” he sat down heavily in a chair across from her desk. “Do I look alive?”

“Yes, but also quite exhausted.”

Harry nodded. “Want to do some rounds with duelling cards after tea? It’s been weeks since
last time, and I … need to not think for a while.”

She studied him for a long moment. “I would like that very much.”

Now all he could do was wait.
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story’s timeline, after this chapter. I decided that Harry and Hermi are fans of both
fantasy and science fiction shows and books, and that the real-life timeline is
unimportant. Hope that works well enough for people.

And yes, this means that the time for reintroducing Hermi in Harry’s life is getting
closer. Not there just yet, but we are getting there.

Thank you so much for the comments, the subscriptions, and the kudos! 
I love to hear what you think about the story and the characters! Each and every
comment makes me smile!
Hope you liked it! Please review!



When a Good Man Goes to War

Chapter Notes

See the end of the chapter for notes

Astoria hadn’t been pleased when Harry buried himself in information about the child-
murderers. Her first thought was that Harry should let the Auror’s do their job and not
exhaust himself in a miserable information overload. That wasn’t his job. She carefully
mentioned it to the Dark Lord and a day later he informed her that Harry had his reasons and
to let him to it.

Then it became abundantly clear that Harry chose this task to the exclusion of almost
everything else. Astoria liked that even less. He still ate, she asked Dobby to be sure about
breakfast and lunch, but Harry did join them for tea and dinner. He still went for runs and
swam laps in the pool in the new conservatory, and he made certain to attend the Patronus
lessons he held, but that was pretty much it. She never saw him outside of meals and he
never, not once, joined a meeting or a press conference. Neither did he leave the Manor to
build new houses, even if she held a list for him of buildings that he was welcome to build
and decorate, as that was what he liked the most. Not that the rebuilding stopped without
him, not at all, even if one could get that impression without Harry tossing up houses all over
the place.

Astoria could hardly believe it that first week, because she still saw Harry twice a day, but
she missed him. Missed his presence, his insight, his banter. The damn man had snuck inside
her cold, Slytherin heart and made himself comfortable.

When he finally felt done and searched her out for the first time in weeks, she was almost
ready to rebuff him, that was how hurt she had been. But he had looked so exhausted, so sad
and broken, that she had known that she couldn’t do that to him.

Since then, he was almost back to normal. He joined meetings and built houses and met Head
Bones either in the District or at Hogsmeade. Once, Head Bones was invited to the Manor,
and the way Harry watched everyone around the table when he told them what he had done,
the evening before Head Bones was supposed to visit, made it very clear that he was testing
them, in his Gryffindorish way. The Dark Lord didn’t bat an eye, just asked if he knew what
room he wanted to meet with Head Bones in, or if he planned on decorating a new one.

That had made sure to keep Harry busy the rest of the day, decorating a new room to his
heart’s content. He let her sneak a peek late that night and she saw a very comfortable room
with rich blue walls, carpets in swirls of blue and bronze, comfy furniture in the same colours
with lots of pillows and blankets. The details were in bronze, and while there were no
paintings on the walls, there were a lot of plants. She suspected Harry had moved around on a
lot of the plants in that wing, to get this many in one room.

The visit went over without a hitch and Astoria could almost see how Harry relaxed, just a
little bit more, knowing that he could invite an old friend to the place that was supposed to be
his home. One part of her ached because she couldn’t simply tell him that he was welcome to



invite people and that any visitors of his would be both safe and welcome. Unfortunately, she
knew that he still was too much of a suspicious bastard to believe that on words alone. An
Oath, maybe, but not just words. Another part of her wondered if he hadn’t soon reached that
conclusion by himself, and what his next move would be.

She never asked him what he had ended up doing with all the information he had gotten from
the Ministry, and had worked so hard on for three weeks straight. She should have asked.

She really should have asked.

This close to the Winter Solstice it was near dark by teatime, and it was that thought that
suddenly made Astoria aware that even if she had started planning for parties, soirees and
even a Yule ball, she had no idea whether Harry was one who celebrated Christmas and if he
would even agree to celebrate Yule with them. After all, magical traditions like the eighth
sabbaths was seen as a typical pure-blood custom, and Harry was not only Muggle raised and
had a very close friend that was Muggleborn, they had also just ended a war where the side
Harry had fought on generally perceived all pure-blood customs as a part of the pure-blood
supremacy propaganda, at least as far as Astoria knew. Granted, she hadn’t talked to Harry or
anyone on the opposite side of the war about this topic, so it was mostly conjecture, and
probably a lot of prejudice.

At least I can admit to myself that I don’t actually know, she thought and looked at Harry on
the other side of the little table that stood between them on the lawn in the conservatory. They
had exchanged the straight-backed dining chairs and small table to four, soft wingback chairs
and a low, oval-shaped table. The chairs were all in different, deep colours, burgundy, blue,
green and purple. The first tea with the new furniture, Harry fell down on the green chair and
looked expectantly up at the Dark Lord, who raised a brow and sat down in the burgundy one
without comment. They hadn’t swapped chairs since. Other than that, the only change in the
conservatory where they had tea every day, were the fairy lights in bushes and trees and the
two tall candelabra on either side of the lawn, because of the darkness that fell earlier every
day.

Well, there is no time like the moment, Astoria thought. Why not just ask?

“Harry, I realise this might be a … delicate topic, and one that you might not like, and I do
realise that I probably should have asked before now, given it is barely more than two weeks
till the day, but I have to ask …” She frowned, was she really this nervous? “And I’m
blathering. Apologies.”

Harry smirked at her. He did that more and more often now. It was a good look on him, both
the curve of his lips and the self-confidence that let him do it.

“You want to ask what my opinion is on the celebration of Yule versus Christmas? Because
you celebrate Yule and have plans that I so far know nothing about, and you are afraid my
sensibilities will be hurt by having to celebrate a tradition that I should, by rights, have grown
up with?”

Astoria’s frown grew deeper. “Yesss …” Well, when he put it like that.



“Do you remember the conversation where we discussed the use of blood freely given in
potions and rituals? And I told you how angry Hermi became when she realised that so much
useful, powerful and wonderful magic had been banned as Dark, just because there was blood
in it?”

“I remember that discussion,” Draco supplied, and Astoria nodded.

The Dark Lord watched Harry without comment, but Astoria thought she saw a bit of interest
in his gaze, as she so often did when he watched Harry. She could understand that. A man
like Harry, with so many secrets, so much mystery about him; you always had to wonder
what he would do or say next.

By Salazar himself, as if the fact that he was an exceptionally powerful wizard wasn’t
enough, he was an actual shapechanger, too. The first Astoria had ever heard of. Astoria
didn’t really believe she would ever get over that fact, and Harry had let it slip, just casual
like, weeks ago now. He had grinned like a hungry Manticore while he watched the shock set
in, but she hadn’t doubted him for a moment. Not only because the Dark Lord looked like he
already knew and had accepted it, but because it would explain quite a bit about Harry and
how he sometimes looked and sounded.

“That anger was nothing,” Harry continued, “absolutely nothing, against the rage Hermi
displayed the first time she truly realised that the yearly celebrations and tradition pure-
bloods uphold isn’t simply a different name for the same things that we celebrated at
Hogwarts, but has to do with magic and traditions that goes back to before Christianity got a
foothold in the world. As she is a Muggleborn, and I’m Muggle raised, we both assumed that
that was all. Yule and Christmas were the same, just with different names. That went for
Ostara and Easter or Midsummers Eve and Litha, and all the other sabbaths. She had realised
that it sometimes was on different dates, but still, it was the same. Hogwarts made it seem
that way with its celebrations and none of the pure-bloods we had any contact with celebrated
any different, or told us that something was different, and Hermi’s books were suspiciously
lacking.”

The Dark Lord made a small sound. “That is what happens after decades of censorship,” he
said dryly. “Dumbledore had not truly gotten around to his campaign against the pure-blood
customs and traditions when I began at Hogwarts, but by your time, I should imagine he had
done a thorough job. Not only in the Hogwarts library, but in books usually sold in the
approved books stores too.”

Harry nodded. “Hermi was furious that this information had been kept from her, furious that
at least some of it would have changed how she saw the magical society and how she would
have acted in meeting with it, even as a young girl. In her own words, traditions like that are
what cultures are built on. She would much rather have celebrated Yule with actual magical
rituals, and traditions that went back hundreds of years, than Christmas that meant nothing to
her, outside of the family traditions she and her family had. Neither of us are Christians, in
case that isn’t obvious from the rest of my rant.”

Astoria smiled. “I wish I had known that back when we were all in school, and not just
assumed that your - as in all Muggleborn or Muggle raised children - obliviousness was
chosen, as I was told from older students. I wonder how many of you would have felt the



same? How many others would have been frustrated by the fact that school didn’t let out until
after the Winter Solstice, so that I never got to attend the ritual after I started at Hogwarts. Or
the Ostara ritual, or Litha …”

Harry made a small grimace. “I don’t know how many would have been frustrated, but I’m
pretty sure Hermi would have insisted on doing something, either some kind of campaign, or
she would have started her own Yule celebrations right there at school. After all, Dumbledore
could hardly claim that the celebration was a pure-blood strategy to suppress Muggleborns, if
there was a Muggleborn witch behind it. Even if it wouldn’t have been anything like what
you are used to, because of all the information she lacked.

“Anyway, all that to say; I’m willing to celebrate Yule with you, if you permit it. But if I have
any role to play in any ritual, I need to know it beforehand. Will there be a lot of people?”

“Not for the Yule ritual itself, that night it is only the four of us,” the Dark Lord answered,
even if Astoria knew that many people awaited invitations to the Yule ritual the Dark Lord
would lead. This was a decision the Dark Lord made at this very moment, because Harry had
chosen to join them on a sabbath for the first time.

People would be disappointed and that wasn’t good, but Harry would take one more step
closer to acknowledging the traditions of the magical community they were trying to build.
Later, at other sabbaths, he might agree to join in rituals with more people in attendance.

The Dark Lord would have taken all this into consideration. And as Astoria thought it more
and more likely that Harry was one of the most important factors on the Dark Lord’s list of
things to consider when making decisions, she couldn’t possibly disagree with his decision
that only the four of them would do the ritual at the Manor this year. The Dark Lord was
being a considerate husband, something she had feared he wouldn’t truly try to be, back in
the beginning of the marriage. Back when Harry had suffered so much and almost died
because of the bond between the two of them. Back when she had been so disappointed in her
Lord.

 “I will go through the ritual with you, if you wish,” the Dark Lord continued, “and we will
talk about what part you want to have in it all. During the twelve days of Yule there will be
various parties and a ball at the Manor, and we have invitations to numerous more. I have no
choice but to attend some kind of gathering most days, but you do not have to attend as many.
Though, I would appreciate it if you would join me to some of them.”

Harry nodded slowly. “Would you tell me about the different parties and what to expect, and
let me choose when I know more?” he asked carefully, but not as if he anticipated to be
refused. Not anymore.

“Yes.”

Harry gave the Dark Lord a small, cautious smile. “Good. What about Yule trees and gifts, is
that part of your traditions? I would very much like a tree, because I have found that
watching them makes me happy.” This time he said it as if he half suspected to be rebuffed,
but Draco smiled.



“You think we only will have one tree, Potter? What do you take us for?” Draco asked and
raised an eyebrow. “There have never been less than four trees in the Manor, as long as I have
lived here. We may even make it five, if you want one in your rooms?”

The smile was slow to spread, but spread it did, and soon Harry was grinning. “Brilliant! And
yes, I would very much like a tree in my rooms.”

It hurt Astoria to look at Harry right then, green eyes gleaming with childish delight for
several seconds before he shut it down again, while she knew that Harry had never had
something like a true family celebration at the height of winter before. Not Christmas nor
Yule, nor anything else. She had heard enough from Harry these past months, from small
hints to obvious statements, to know that he had had scarily little growing up. Not even what
most people would call the bare necessities like proper clothes and enough food.

None of us are children anymore, Astoria thought fiercely, but I will do everything in my
power for this Yule to be one Harry will remember with pleasure and happiness.

The impossible Gryffindor had truly managed to worm his way into her heart. Never mind
that she had invited him.

Draco, with his sly sense for her thoughts and feelings, met her eyes across the table and
smiled briefly. He would help her make this a memorable Yule for Harry, for all the right
reasons.

They spent the rest of their tea talking about trees, decorations, gifts, food and traditions, and
Astoria felt relief that Harry not only had agreed to celebrate Yule with them, but that it
seemed he had would do so with fervour and quite a bit of former knowledge about what
Yule was all about and traditions that often was found in old families. She wondered if they
might get some new traditions in the years to come, when Harry would feel safe enough to
admit that he already had his own, because she was quite certain that he did.

All their cups were empty, and they were just about to leave the table when a silver bright
creature burst through the dark glass walls and stopped to hover in front of Harry. Harry
paled and stared at the small otter Patronus.

The otter started to speak with the voice of Hermione Granger. “I’m so sorry, Harry. I
checked and double checked. You were not wrong, and I have fetched. I hope your husband
is willing to excuse my method of delivery.”

Gradually the otter Patronus dispersed into mist.

Harry closed his eyes and swallowed hard. “Bloody hell,” he whispered hoarsely.

“Harry, what was that about?” the Dark Lord asked.

Harry opened his eyes and looked at him. The green eyes shone with tears, but the rest of his
face was like a stone mask. When tears slowly began to drift down his cheeks, it was
disconcerting, like his eyes and the rest of his face didn’t belong to the same person.



“I asked Hermi to check the facts I gathered from the information I got from Susan. I …
reached a very unlikely, a very … disturbing, conclusion, and I wanted her to tell me I was
wrong. But I wasn’t … I wasn’t wrong.” More tears ran silently down his face, but still the
mask held. “I wanted to be wrong. I needed to be wrong.” He got to his feet like he suddenly
had aged a hundred years, like every movement hurt. “But since I wasn’t … she gathered
them for me.”

“Them? Who them?” Astoria hurried to her feet to follow when Harry slowly found his way
out of the conservatory.

“The child-murderers,” Draco muttered. “That was what the information he got from Head
Bones was about.”

“Are you telling me you found out who it was?! And you just … just sent that information to
Miss Granger and she simply picked them up!?!” Astoria could hear that her voice was
closing in on shrill, but this was … this was too much.

“I wanted to be wrong,” Harry said heavily and went through the Manor without another
word, the Dark Lord a silent shadow at his side.

When they stepped outside the front door of the Manor, they could all see a Dark Mark
hanging in the air outside the wards, green and glowing. Astoria was hard pressed to keep
back a gasp.

They hadn’t gone many steps out the door before Severus, Narcissa and Lucius joined them.
Lucius and Narcissa were again allowed to stay in a wing far away from Harry’s, so long as
Harry didn’t as much as see Lucius after work hours, and so long as Lucius didn’t as much a
look at Harry, at any time. Severus was brewing in one of the potions labs and waiting for
Draco to join him to work on Draco’s apprenticeship.

“Granger is not Marked, how then did she conjure the Dark Mark?” Draco asked halfway to
the gates. “It’s not possible to conjure that Mark without being Marked.”

“As you can see, it’s obviously possible if you decide to do it and you are stubborn enough,”
Harry waved at the Mark in the dark sky. “She figured it out years ago, but I told her to let it
be. Apparently, she decided that this was the time to try it out.” He still moved as if it hurt.

Astoria didn’t completely understand his reluctance to figure out who the child murdering
monsters were, but when she saw about a dozen people hanging upside down in the air by
their feet under the Dark Mark in the sky, and one lone figure lying still on the snow-clad
ground, she knew she soon would find out.

Harry was a bit in front of her, so she hardly heard his sob followed by a long, long stream of
curse words. But she did see how his knees buckled and realised he would collapse at any
moment. The Dark Lord caught Harry around the shoulders before he could get far, and let
him slowly down to kneel on the ground.

What could get Harry to react like this, after the horrific and awful war he had been through?
What truth could get Harry to collapse like he wasn’t one of the strongest wizards in the



whole world? What fact was so horrendous that he began crying at the mere thought of it? 

The otter Patronus sailed up to Harry again, and somewhere in the back of her head, Astoria
knew that it meant that Hermione Granger was close by. Maybe close enough to see them in
the green light from the Mark.

“Mea culpa, Harry. He would not let me get him alive. Mea culpa. But at least I stopped any
of the other buggers from making away with themselves. Honestly, you don’t want to know
how they did it, but that information, together with all the evidence I could gather, is in the
box anyway. I am so very sorry. I love you. I miss you.”

It took several moments of looking at the cold, harsh face of the man lying dead on the
ground before Astoria recognised it, and suddenly she felt cold, so cold, and she couldn’t
look at Harry.

The fiery letters of a Flagrante spell began to work themselves out in the air over the body.
Astoria blinked back tears she hadn’t realised she was crying. She didn’t know why this upset
her so much. Maybe it was the despair that now hung heavily over Harry. Maybe it was the
knowledge that such a good man, such a mild mannered and kind man, could fall so far.
Many people had done things, terrible things, that they never thought they would do during
the war. She was one of them, Draco and Harry too, but to kill children … To target and hunt
down children … She shuddered and the Dark Lord began to recite the words that hung
glowing in the air. His voice was slow, heavy, melodious. It reminded her of his chants during
rituals. He had the voice for it. And her tears wouldn’t stop.

 

Demons run when a good man goes to war

Night will fall and drown the sun

When a good man goes to war

 

Friendship dies and true love lies

Night will fall and the dark will rise

When a good man goes to war

 

Demons run, but count the cost

The battle’s won, but the child is lost**

 



There hung a heavy silence over them when the Dark Lord’s voice quieted. With a small sob
Harry got up on shaky legs and stumbled towards the dead man, the monster, on the ground.
Harry bent forwards and for one sick moment Astoria thought he would kiss the pale and
bloody forehead, but then she heard him whisper softly:

“I hope there is a Hell waiting for you, Lupin. I hope there is a Hell with demons that will rip
you apart, bit by bit, every night, only to do the same the next night and the next. Never to
know peace and rest again. Never to know quiet or kindness. And if I ever see you again, I
will join the demons tormenting you, and I will enjoy it.”

The voice, the words, the promise, made Astoria shiver.

Slowly Harry got to his feet again and turned towards the Dark Lord. His mask was broken
now, his face was haggard, pale and tear streaked. His green eyes were big and unseeing.

The Dark Lord looked at her. “Astoria, summon the Aurors; inform them of this and get them
to collect the prisoners and the evidence. I want a copy of everything. I will contact Head
Bones and Head Auror Warrington later, tomorrow at the latest.”

“Yes, my Lord.” Astoria bowed and watched as the Dark Lord and Harry walked slowly
towards the Manor, almost shoulder by shoulder. She didn’t think she imagined it when it
looked like the Dark Lord almost grabbed for Harry when he faltered, before he caught
himself again. She hoped that Harry wouldn’t be alone for the next few hours.

Then she turned towards the group that still hung upside down beneath the glowing Dark
Mark, and towards the body of the unlikely monster. He was a werewolf, but she rather
doubted that it held any significance in this case.

War makes monsters of us all, Astoria thought a bit dully while she conjured a black bag to
put the body in. But sweet Circe, never in a hundred years would I ever have believed that
war could make such a monster of Remus Lupin.

He had been her first Defence professor and she had rather liked him. Even when she found
out that he was a werewolf. No other Defence professor had come close to him. She wished
she could doubt what Harry and Granger seemed to think was the truth, but they were too
certain and too heartbroken. They would never have made a mistake like this. Why would
they claim Remus Lupin of all people to be a child murderer? No, she knew that the Auror’s
would find enough evidence in the box that was placed under the hovering people, to
convince everyone of what had happened. She knew that the prisoners would confess under
Veritaserum.

Remus Lupin had died fighting and while she watched his scared and bloody face the
moment before the bag closed, she knew that even if he had surrendered, Granger would have
killed him. To spare Harry the pain of having to do it. And remembering his whispered words
over the body, she was sure he would have, had Lupin been alive when he had been
delivered. She could feel it in every fibre of her being. Lupin would not have survived a
meeting with Harry, and Granger had spared Harry that anguish. Even if Astoria still got to
know Harry and knew Granger just from anecdotes and meetings on the battlefield, she knew
this to be true.



Narcissa called the Aurors for her and they came. Head Bones were not with them, which
Astoria found strange enough in this case to follow the Aurors back to the Ministry, together
with Draco and Severus. Head Bones were not in her office and when the other witch arrived
she moved slowly, carefully and with her face as a pale mask.

“Mrs Malfoy, Mr. Malfoy, Mr. Snape, what can I do for you?” Bones nodded to them all and
opened her office while sending her secretary a narrow glare. The wizard looked back at her,
completely unflappable, and with a small smirk in his dark eyes. 

Astoria hesitated, but ended up asking Draco and Severus to remain outside. There was
something going on, and while she hardly would call the two of them friends, they had
become friendly in the past months and Astoria stood a better chance of ferreting out what
was going on, if she had Bones alone.

Bones sat down behind her desk very slowly and a moment later, tea arrived. She served
them both with her wand.

Astoria told Bones about what had happened and that the Aurors had collected both the
prisoners, the body and the evidence. Bones hardly reacted to the news that between them
Granger and Harry had found and hunted down the murderers.

“You don’t seem surprised,” Astoria noted coolly.

“I tried to tell Harry that we aren’t at war anymore and that everyone has to follow the laws
now. I tried to tell him to let us do our job. But no, no I’m not surprised. Not that he found
them and not that Hermi went after them. Truth to be told, I’m rather surprised it took them
this long.”

“Oh?”

But she could hear Harry’s voice, Harry’s words whisper through her mind. So calm, so sure
and so completely unbending, the night of the most recent Battle of Hogsmeade:

I married you so that the attacks on children would be stopped. That was the only reason.
Adults are free to exterminate each other as they please. I do not care. Children are innocents
and to be protected. I want this command.

Harry had wanted to stop the war not for the adults that died on the battlefield, but for the
children who died in their beds or while playing in their garden. Susan Bones would know
him well enough to know that, or at the very least to guess that.

Head Bones closed her eyes and drew a slow breath, wincing while she did so. She was
obviously in some pain.

“Everyone has limits for what they will and will not do. For how much they are willing to
sacrifice to reach a goal or to keep someone safe. War will push those limits in all of us, in
some way or another. Harry and Hermi were hardly more than children themselves when they
realised that it was little, if anything, they wouldn’t do to protect children.” Bones had spoken
with her eyes closed, now she opened them and looked straight into Astoria’s eyes.



“Believe me when I say this; if there is anything they wouldn’t do to protect a child, any
child, I do not know what it would be. Harry married his parent’s killer to stop the attacks on
the children. Hermi gave up her best friend to stop the attacks on the children. Getting
nightmares because of too much information about the dead children while looking for the
culprits, hunting down the murderers and killing a former friend and ally … That isn’t really
all that much compared to that.

“So, no I’m not surprised it happened. Would I wish it otherwise; sure. Will I yell at Harry
and Hermi about it the next time I see either of them, no, I will not, because I expected
nothing less.” Her face spasmed once in grief and pain. “Though, that Lupin had anything to
do with it … that is hard to understand. By Merlin, it is hard.”

Astoria nodded slowly, because she agreed wholeheartedly. It was very hard to comprehend
how that had come to be.

“What about Dragon?” Astoria asked. “I thought Harry looked for the child-murderers to
appease Dragon, but it was Granger who hunted them down. How will Dragon like that?”

“Hermi would have kept Dragon informed. You don’t have to worry about a ravaging dragon
descending on us anytime soon, not now at least, when the younglings are safe again.”
Bones’ wand buzzed on the desk by her hand and she gave a relieved sigh. “Morgana,
finally.” She touched her wand so the sound stopped, fished a potion vial up from her robe
pocket and swallowed it down. The pain that had made her face taunt melted away and Head
Bones gave a weary, but grateful, sigh.

Astoria looked at her with a raised brow in a silent question.

“The healing potion had to work for a while before I could take a pain relief potion. They
don’t mix well.”

Astoria kept up her questioning brow.

“You know what the worst part of this is; my job in a world where half of my co-workers are
former enemies and half are former allies? It’s not the former enemies, believe it or not, even
though sometimes the ugly looks morph into ugly words. You lot have always had an
enviable control of the chain of command and discipline in your ranks …

“No, it’s the fact that because I hold such a high position and work so close with the leaders
of the opposite side of the war; I must be a traitor at heart, or so I’m told. Never mind I
haven’t actually fought for years. Never mind that I probably am the most qualified for my
position and that I so far am doing a good enough job. Never mind that few others of my
former allies would want to do my job and thereby make sure that there is something of a
balance in our day-to-day governance. No, never mind any of that! Because I do my job well,
because I’m able to have meetings and discuss options and find common ground; I am a
bloody traitor to my cause! Never mind that the fucking wankers wouldn’t know how to do
my job if I used the Imperius to guide them!”

At the end Head Bones were almost shouting, then she looked at the empty potion bottle with
an accusing glare, closed her eyes and rubbed her temple for a moment.



“Apologies. My pain potion was stronger than I thought it would be, and I am … rather upset
about the whole situation.”

“No apologies needed,” Astoria said automatically. She didn’t mind being shouted at when it
was just an outlet for pain and frustration, and she got an apology afterward. And she had
both seen and heard how Harry was treated and viewed because he was married to the Dark
Lord. She had seen the letters that still came weekly. Letters that threatened and cursed him,
Howlers that were loud enough to hurt your ears and envelopes with dangerous potions and
curses on them. And Harry was extremely well protected, Head Bones was not.

“Are you telling me that you were in pain right now because you got hurt by one of your so-
called allies?” she asked carefully.

“No, I got cursed by my so-called family!” Bones snapped and then she looked away, a bleak
look in her brown eyes.

“You husband and children haven’t moved here yet,” Astoria said in a low voice and watched
as the pale face grew paler. “Did you get cursed by the Ministry Leader, by your own aunt?”

“It was a Gutting Curse, but either she is really bad at casting them or she was too upset to do
it properly, because while she did some harm, she didn’t actually gut me.”

“She tried to kill you!” Astoria couldn’t believe what she was hearing, she couldn’t believe
what she was saying.

Bones just nodded, once, and refused to look at her again. Astoria remembered how
belligerent Madam Bones had been towards Harry, how loudly she had proclaimed him a
traitor and how she had tried to set him a trial date, instead of giving him a full pardon, as she
was supposed to do. After the rather painful repercussions of that event, Madam Bones had
stopped mentioning Harry being a traitor in front of anyone connected to the Dark Lord, but
Astoria highly doubted that the witch had stopped altogether. Madam Bones did an adequate
job, but nothing more, and Astoria knew with utter certainty that she wouldn’t do that job for
much longer. Not after she gave this report to the Dark Lord, and she would do that as soon
as she could.

Astoria swallowed hard while watching Bones. “This wasn’t the first time,” she stated, and
Bones finally turned to look at her, her warm, brown eyes a hundred years old.

“She raised me. For the longest time she was all I had. I know she was a good person, once
upon a time but yes … now she has tried to kill me, four times.”

Madam Bones will lose her job and her freedom tonight, Astoria decided fiercely, looking at
the young, but weary witch across from her. To try to kill her niece once was unpardonable,
to try it several times was the sign of sickness or corruption, mental or otherwise. As the
Dark Lord’s second in command Astoria could, and would, remove Madam Bones from
power, effective immediately.

Astoria leaned forwards and slowly, carefully, she grabbed one of Bones’ hands from the
desk. For a pure-blood like Astoria, it was near unthinkable to do something like this



unbidden, with someone she hardly knew outside of work, and yet … it felt right, it felt
necessary. Bones looked at her with big, dark eyes.

“She will never get the chance to do so again,” Astoria said earnestly. “The Dark Lord has
contemplated finding a replacement for her for a while already, because people have been
complaining about her conduct, if not also her ability to do her job. This is not your fault. Not
that she has tried to kill you and not that she now will lose her job and be taken into custody.”

“Now, it will happen now?” Head Bones asked, seeming more lost than Astoria had ever seen
her. “Should I …?”

“It will happen now, and I will take care of it for you. I will tell Harry about it tomorrow, if
you want, so you can meet and … maybe talk?”

“Thank you, please do,” Bones said softly, blinking fast to keep away tears. “Please leave
now.” Her voice had gotten thick, and her eyes shone.

“Go home and rest, everything else can wait,” Astoria said before she left the big office.

When the door closed behind her, the wizard who was Head Bones’ secretary and whom
Bones had glared at upon arrival, got to his feet.

“Mrs Malfoy, will Head Bones be alright?” he asked hurriedly.

“She will survive, and it won’t happen again,” Astoria said.

“That’s what Head Bones said the last two times,” the wizard muttered, and it wouldn’t
surprise Astoria one bit if he was the one who had pushed Head Bones to go to the healers.
Bones hadn’t seemed nearly concerned enough when she spoke of the botched Gutting
Curse.

A Gutting Curse on her own nice, by Merlin, Morgana and Circe!

“It will not happen again because Madam Bones will retire tonight, permanently, and she will
most likely not have her own freedom again for some years. It is up to debate whether those
years will be spent behind locked doors at St. Mungos, or in prison.”

Astoria turned to the two wizards that had accompanied her to the Ministry. “Draco, get
Blaise Zabini here, he will be interim Ministry Leader until the Dark Lord has decided on
someone else. I will stay here to brief him when he arrives. Severus, we will find some
Auror’s and convince Madam Bones that it is time to retire.”

Out of the corner of her eye she saw the secretary grin maliciously and she realised that she
knew him, or knew of him, but that it went farther back than to the beginning of the peace
treaty and collaboration to rebuild their society. He had been a fighter for the Dark forces,
though not a Death Eater. She turned towards him.

“Hussain, Rashid Hussain, isn’t it?” Astoria said slowly and dragged up everything she could
remember of the man.



Five years older than me, Hufflepuff, half-blood, male partner, no other family in the country,
he is both a fast caster and he has an extensive spell repertoire, including enough healing
spells to be useful.

Hussain bowed smartly. “At your service, Mrs Malfoy, as always.”

“You and Head Bones get along?”

“When I don’t pester her into doing something she thinks is foolish, like going to the healers
when she is hurt, yes, I would like to think so.”

“Good, and you have my thanks for pestering her like that. Everyone should have someone
like that in their life, no matter how annoying it might be.”

“Thank you, Mrs Malfoy, and I agree wholeheartedly.”

“See if you can’t get her to go home now, preferably to eat and relax, and if she has anything
straining scheduled tomorrow, postpone it if at all possible.”

Of course, the reason I came to the Ministry in the first place and the fact that I will now
retire the Ministry Leader probably makes for a busier schedule for everyone tomorrow.

He hesitated. “There are only two meetings on her schedule tomorrow, and neither is long nor
challenging. She will have my head if I postpone them.”

Astoria smiled. A very good secretary indeed, who knew when to pester and when to yield.
And that they had such a relationship when they would have been on opposite sides mere
months ago … It was such things that made Astoria hope. Hope for more than just peace.

“Very well. We must go now. Draco, Severus.”

Hussain bowed again, but didn’t sit down. The least she saw of him was that he knocked once
on the door and then entered Head Bones’ office.

Draco went to get hold of Zabini and Astoria and Severus picked up a few Auror’s on their
way to the Ministry Leaders office. Walking down the long corridor towards the office at the
end, Astoria finally let herself feel the incandescent rage she had forced down since Head
Bones’ admission that her own aunt and the leader of their Ministry had tried to kill her, not
one, not twice, but four times! What kind of example was that for the rest of their society?
What kind of witch did that to their own flesh and blood, to a mother of three that only did
her job and did it splendidly?

Not a witch Astoria wanted free to roam and create more havoc, that was what!

She drew her wand and with a flick, the double doors to the office slammed open with a
massive crack. Madam Bones didn’t manage to even raise her wand before Astoria met her
eyes and cast.

“Crucio!”



The older witch fell to the floor screaming. The Unforgivable Curses were no longer
unforgivable, just strictly monitored and Astoria were one of few that were allowed to cast
them at her own discretion. 

Rage against Madam Bones and everyone like her burned through Astoria together with the
power high she always got from casting the curse. Rage against everyone that did their
utmost to make rebuilding harder, everyone that cursed their former allies because they chose
to try and find common ground and rebuild, everyone that looked at someone like Bones and
Harry and thought traitor.

She let up on the curse to let Madam Bones breathe. The older witch coughed and gasped for
breath.

“Did my ungrateful niece finally sell out her own blood?” the woman rasped. “Didn’t expect
any better from that bitch.”

Severus actually made a sound behind Astoria, and she quite agreed with his surprise. The
audacity of the woman!

In moments like this it felt like the war had never ended, simply morphed into something that
was harder to define, harder to control. She would not have it; she would not have any of it!

“Crucio!” she whispered and let all her rage, all her fear, all her hurt and all her need to
punish, flow out of her wand and into that abominable woman that didn’t know when the war
was over.
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It took Harry some time, and he didn’t know how much time, to realise he was back in his
rooms, in his drawing room, and that he wasn’t alone. That he in fact stood leaned against
Voldemort with his forehead against his shoulder and that one of Voldemort’s hands made
slow circles against his lower back. 

Remus, Remus was behind all those murders. All those dead children. Remus Lupin, a man I
trusted, a man I liked, a man I once loved like I loved Sirius … He killed those children. He
murdered them in cold blood. Nothing can excuse that. Nothing can ever excuse that or make
it better. He murdered them. Children. So many children!

It was hard not to gag at the thought. Hard not to rage. Hard not to go to pieces. He had given
up holding back the tears from the very beginning.

Voldemort’s hand against his back felt real, felt grounding, felt connecting. Connecting him
to something other than the pain and the rage and the despair and the deep, deep grief. Harry
leaned closer and moved his head so it was his cheek against Voldemort’s shoulder and his
face was pressed up against the man’s throat. Thus, Harry became closer to Voldemort, chest
against chest, and he could smell Voldemort even better. He smelled of wild green places
again, fresh and green and rich all at once, like a rainforest at high noon and a windswept
meadow on a cool summer night. Like the magic in the hidden places in South-America.
Harry let it fill his lungs before he let the air out again.

Voldemort continued to make lazy circles against his back, and didn’t seem to care that Harry
pushed himself closer, or that he was sniffing him. Sniffing him in a way that was more
animal than human, the way Remus sometimes …

No, no! I cannot think about it now, I cannot, I will not! Not now, not now!

“I need a distraction,” Harry said, his voice wet and hoarse and he pushed his feelings, grief
and rage and betrayal and heartache down, down, down. He couldn’t take it all in, not now. It



was too much. The shock alone was too great. “If you aren’t willing, then I have no problem
with going for a run or a swim, but if you are willing, I would like to have sex.”

“Now, when you are so upset?” Voldemort’s voice was all silk and … yes, concern, Harry
was certain it was concern, even if he had slammed shut and then barred the mental door the
moment he had identified the dead body on the ground. He did not need such an intimate
witness to the chaos of his feelings, not even after all he had let Voldemort witness the last
few months.

“Yes, as a welcome distraction, so I don’t have to think … don’t have to take it all in and
consider it and … I simply have to do something else than think, right now. Tomorrow is
soon enough for all the rest. Sex or some other physical exertions would be best, something
that I don’t have to be calm and sharp-witted to do.”

“And you will feel the same about your invitation a few hours from now, a few days?”
Voldemort bowed his head, and if Harry wasn’t completely of his mark, scented him right
back.

Well, neither of them was entirely human, so why the fuck not.

Harry took a small step back and looked into Voldemort’s eyes, eyes that made his stomach
clench in a good way, because they were smouldering. His husband liked the idea, like it very
much it seemed, but he still took the time to be certain Harry wouldn’t regret it.

Safe, I’m truly safe with him. And it doesn’t even feel crazy anymore.

How much and how fast things can change.

Harry opened his mind door, just a bit, and waited until Voldemort opened his own and got a
good look at Harry need for diversion and his certainty that sex would do nicely.

“I’m sure that sex have worked brilliantly as a distraction at other times and I’m sure that I
would like to have sex with you now,” Harry said and let Voldemort notice that it wasn’t a lie
and that he wasn’t at all in doubt. Harry got a lick of lust and interest back in return before he
closed the door slowly. He closed it carefully and barred it better than usual. He didn’t
necessarily mind the shared body experience they had had the last time, but he wanted to stay
in his own body this time. He wanted to share in sex and pleasure, sure, but he wanted his
pleasure to be his alone.

“You seem certain enough and I am not unfavourable towards trying again,” Voldemort said
and let a hand glide down Harry’s back, carefully guiding Harry closer again so they were
chest against chest and Harry’s face was tucked into the crook of Voldemort’s neck. His arms
went around Voldemort and Voldemort continued to stroke his back leisurely. This time they
scented each other almost simultaneously and Harry smiled into the pale, cool skin of
Voldemort’s throat.

Still, ‘not unfavourable’ wasn’t really good enough for the first time Harry truly wanted to
have sex with the man. ‘Not unfavourable’ was too close to be merely accepting.



“If I don’t have the enthusiastic consent of my partner, I prefer not to do anything,” Harry
said. 

Voldemort huffed into his hair and hugged him towards his chest. It wasn’t a bad feeling, not
at all, and it still didn’t feel any kind of wrong, weird, or crazy. But then, all the breaks in the
past months had made Harry used to the close contact in a positive context, instead of all the
painful episodes with the soul shard that had only made him too aware of how trapped he
was. If he wasn’t quite certain that just cuddling wouldn’t be enough to keep the horror-show
in his mind at bay, he would have suggested that instead.

“I do not know how to show you this enthusiastic consent, would it be enough to simply say
that I give it? My only hesitation is your reaction later if you feel I took advantage of the
situation.”

“You do not take advantage of the situation or of me in any way, shape or form. I’m
clearheaded enough to know my own mind that much, but if it makes you uneasy, then we
won’t do it. It’s that simple.”

Voldemort slid a hand into Harry’s hair and began massaging the back of his head. Harry
didn’t manage to hold back the small whimper-moan at the delicious feeling of those long
fingers and sharp nails in his hair, against his scalp. After a moment Voldemort leaned back
enough to look into Harry’s eyes and he put a hand against Harry’s jaw, slowly stroking it.
The red eyes were still smouldering and all the touching and petting thus far spoke for itself.

And Harry didn’t mind, he didn’t mind at all.

“I give my full and enthusiastic consent to this endeavour,” Voldemort said in a low voice. “Is
that sufficient?”

The hand against Harry’s jaw did feel good, safe even, and the eye contact almost dragged
him down into the calmness as it did on his breaks. At the same time the fire in those ruby
eyes, the possessiveness and lust, made parts of him clench in anticipation. He had seen that
possessiveness several times now, both in Voldemort’s eyes and read it from his feelings.
Voldemort coveted anything that was powerful or extraordinary, and by rights; Harry was
both. But even if he had seen the feeling in Voldemort’s eyes, Voldemort had never seemed
likely to act upon it in any way. Sometimes Voldemort had even appeared a bit bothered by
not being able bury the possessiveness well enough. Not because he wanted to plan
something behind Harry’s back, but because he worried that the feeling would ruin the
progress they had made.

It was frightfully easy to discern such things when one could read each other’s feelings like
the two of them could.

That discovery, that knowledge, made Harry feel freer than he had thought he could be in this
marriage. So, he didn’t usually mind the possessiveness or the lust when they showed
themselves. Not when he now knew that he was truly safe with Voldemort and that he never
would be hurt or harmed in any way. Not when he knew that Voldemort wouldn’t ever push
him into something he genuinely didn’t want to do. Not when he suspected that he actually
could have charge of his own life.



And more important than anything else, not when he suspected that when he brought up
Hermione, Voldemort wouldn’t mind her presence in Harry’s life more than he minded the
presence of Susan, which he didn’t mind at all. The possessiveness wouldn’t get in the way
for even that.

Surprisingly, Harry now felt that Hermione had been right to dare to hope for good things in
Harry’s life, the way Harry hadn’t been able to, back in the weeks before the marriage. He
still thought that hoping for a good, or even tolerable life, married to Lord Voldemort had
been a tall older. What did it say then, that he right now, after six months married to the man,
truly felt he had reason to believe that he could have a good life? And more, that he could
have a life more on his own terms than at any other time in his life?

Why should he mind the possessiveness and lust when Voldemort never would take anything
from Harry because of those feelings? And right now, it seemed he might give Harry what he
wanted, exactly because of those feelings.

“That will do,” Harry said. “Only limit I can think of right now is no kisses on the lips, but
body and face are alright.” Harry smiled at his husband.

“Noted, I have nothing to add.”

Harry tilted his head into the hand against his face. Less than six months ago he would have
tried to claw Voldemort’s face off before he let him touch him like this, and he would have
done it on purpose. What wonders obstinate determination, a mind bridge and a few months
could do. He snorted and then felt his eyes go huge.

Voldemort looked back with a raised eyebrow, curious as always.

“I just remembered my predilection to harm you when I’m not all here mentally. While I
don’t think it should be a problem now, I want to ask if you want to try the one and only
safeguard I have managed to come up with since we discussed it last.”

“I would like to hear more, at the very least. What made you remember so suddenly, you
seemed rather shocked?”

Harry removed a hand from Voldemort’s back and put it over Voldemort’s hand against his
face.

“I realised that some months ago I would have gone for your throat, no questions asked, if
you tried to touch me like this.”

“Yes, I can see how that made you remember your predilection of using teeth and claws
against me,” he stated dryly. “What solution have you found?”

“Impenetrable runes written in my blood with my magic and protective intent. Because like
sings to like, and even if your magic isn’t able to stop whatever it is that I do when I’m
completely out of it, my own magic and blood should do a better job.”

“What runes are you considering using and where do you want to place them?”



Harry drew a rune array in burning letters next to them and pointed at seven of them. “These,
in a circle around your neck, these two above each other in the front.” He pointed at the next
line. “These, in a circle over your shoulders, collarbone and upper back. Also, I want to
mention that I have practised forcing only my mouth and hands to change, in the hope that if
I get used to the fact that I can do it, I will also have greater control over the change and stop
doing it if I don’t choose to do it.”

Voldemort studied the runes and nodded slowly. “I am willing to try this.”

“Alright. I was thinking of trying to make them keep for a month and see how it goes. I can
of course remove them at any time if you want me to, else a glamour spell should hide them
well enough.”

Voldemort nodded again, a small smile in his eyes when he looked down at Harry. “Blood
and magic it is.”

“I can’t do it when you have your robes on.” Harry waited a moment before he spelled all the
buttons on Voldemort’s black silk robe open.

“Excuses, excuses,” Voldemort muttered, but stood still when Harry removed the robes, and
then he stood completely naked. The gaze that met Harry’s was bordering on hungry. Harry
removed his own robes and underwear, because why the hell not.

“I will place this rune here,” Harry pointed at one of the runes that glowed in the air and then
touched a spot on Voldemort’s neck. “Then I will place that one here.”

He continued like that around Voldemort’s neck before he touched the spot directly above the
first rune.

“That sounds good. Do proceed.” Voldemort used wandless and non-verbal magic to conjure
a simple leather thong and tied his hair up, so it was out of the way. He had never done that
before, and Harry used a moment to appreciate the difference in his appearance without his
hair around his face, when he had hair, that was. The face became shaper and more
aristocratic. Harry thought he might like it. He also thought that he wouldn’t cut his own hair
again for some time, not all of it at least. Tying it up was the only solution he had ever found
to keep it somewhat in check, but he had cut it the same day he had shaved off his beard that
spring. He still missed his beard.

Harry drew his wand, made a cut in his palm and let down his shield so all his magic was free
and sparkling and strong. It entwined with Voldemort’s magic and Harry froze while he got
used to the feeling. Usually, if something like this happened, it was at the beginning of his
breaks and it was just for a moment while they made the magical circuit between them to
give Harry his break. This was different, so different. It was more. More potent. More
intimate. More wanting. More, simply more. It sparked over his naked skin. Sang in his
blood. Pounded with his heart. Shone behind his eyes. Bubbled like champagne in his mouth.
It took several long moments before he felt steady enough to continue with his task.

Harry drew power into the blood that had gathered in his palm, turned his wand into a
delicate brush and looked up at Voldemort who watched him with blown pupils and a rigid



posture. Apparently, Harry wasn’t the only one who had reacted to their entwined magic.

“Don’t move.” Harry couldn’t help but smirk when Voldemort bit his jaws hard enough to
make his teeth grind. He focused on his magic, on protection, on safety and defence. Then he
began to paint the runes on Voldemort’s skin.

Slowly, carefully, he painted each rune with his blood, in an exact circle around Voldemort’s
throat, and waited to see, to feel the result, after he had painted the seventh. The first part of
the rune array connected perfectly. Harry waited a moment longer for it to set, to calm down,
before he brushed a stasis spell over it. Just his runes, just his blood, the stasis wouldn’t even
touch the skin beneath the runes, that would be to invite disaster.

Harry took a small step back and looked into Voldemort’s eyes again. His pupils were still
blown and his face stiff. Harry gave him a cautious smile, only to be met with hungry eyes
and a wash of magic against his senses. He gasped as he could feel the magic roar against his
own. Sparkling. Singing. Pounding. Shining. Bubbling. In his head. In his blood. In every
fibre of his body.

“Hey, you were holding back!” Harry accused.

“It would be impossible to stand motionless with our magic thus entangled, so yes Harry, I
was holding back.” The sound of his voice was a purr thrumming in Harry’s head, in his
chest. He was already getting hard, and Voldemort’s voice didn’t help. Not at all.

“I’m not done, so you have to reel it in again. I need mine,” he tried to sound insistent, but
feared he might sound a lot more petulant than he would wish.

Voldemort held his gaze for long moments before the magic quieted. It was a loss, but also a
relief. It had never felt like this before, when he had let the shield around his magic down
around Voldemort, but then … he had never wanted it to feel like this before either. Never
invited it. Never let it. Even free from his shield he had held more control over his magic than
he did right now.

Again, Harry focused on protection, safety and defence and began the bigger rune circle that
would protect Voldemort from his teeth and claws. The first one went right beneath the
hollow of his throat, the next under his collarbone. Harry had just painted the third rune on
top of his shoulder when he looked down and realised that he wasn’t the only one who found
this exciting. Voldemort’s cock was fully erect. Of course, he wasn’t much better. Harry
wasn’t sure if he should snort at the strange foreplay, or lick his lips.

“What is it?” Voldemort had noticed his hesitation and looked at him only to follow Harry’s
rather pointed gaze down towards his own crotch. Voldemort met his gaze and while his eyes
still held hunger, they now also held a smirk.

“I just thought that blood and magic have to be the strangest kind of foreplay I have ever
been a part of, if not also heard of,” Harry said. “Whatever works for us, I guess.” He
smirked back at Voldemort and continued painting runes.



“This is the last one.” Harry stood in front of Voldemort again and carefully painted the last
rune, waited while the first circle and the second joined in a complete and powerful
protective array, and put his stasis spell on the freshest runes.

“Please look them over yourself, to be certain no mistakes were made.” Harry conjured two
mirrors, one big and one handheld, and Voldemort used several minutes to control that the
runes were correct and that the arrays were perfect, and that the stasis spell only touched the
blood runes.

“I am satisfied,” Voldemort said with a nod. “It seems probable that it should hold, even if we
will not know for certain unless it becomes necessary for them to do so.”

“I fervently hope that it won’t come to that.” Harry Vanished the two mirrors again and
stepped right up to Voldemort, felt Voldemort’s cool skin against his own and felt the other
man’s erection against his stomach. Voldemort’s hands went immediately around him and
into his hair and Harry leaned into it, leaned into him, pressed his face against his throat and
inhaled. He smelled like blood and magic now, in addition to wild, green places.

One of his hands clung to Voldemort’s shoulder, the other was slowly stroking down his
back, again and again. Revelling in the cool skin underneath his fingers and mouth, against
his face and chest. That hard cock against his stomach was alluring, promising. His own cock
twitched just at the thought of having Voldemort inside him again. That had been wonderful
the last time, even if almost everything else had been difficult and confusing. What would it
feel like now, when they both genuinely wanted it?

Voldemort ran his hand against Harry’s face and neck. Through his hair and down his back.
Harry turned his face up and slowly, carefully, he kissed Voldemort’s jaw, from beneath his
ear to his chin. In repercussion Voldemort’s long fingers grazed his arse, the feeling made
Harry press harder towards him and Voldemort’s hand came back. Not grazing but grabbing
this time, massaging his arse and making Harry rub himself against Voldemort’s hip, wanting,
needing, friction. A small moan of want escaped him, and he didn’t mind.

Voldemort released him and withdrew his hand before he also removed the arm around
Harry’s waist.

“Where do you think you are going?!” Harry’s voice was hoarse and breathy at the same
time. One hand on the back of Voldemort’s neck and the other on his shoulder, he was
burying his face against his neck, not letting him go.

A hum of laughter and then Voldemort turned his head and kissed Harry’s jaw. His lips were
cool and soft and chaste and sinful, all at once.

Harry wanted more.

“I was thinking that the bed would be a better place for us, before this goes further.” The
voice was pure velvet and made Harry shiver. “Also, I should get the oil. Unless you prefer to
use a spell this time?”



“I will use the cleaning spell, but other than that I mostly prefer to be warmed up by hand.
Because it feels good and not because I’m anxious that I will react badly if things move too
fast. If you agree?” Harry slowly let up the grip he had on the other man. He wanted more of
the cool skin, of the soft lips against his face, of the pressure of Voldemort’s hands against his
back, his head, his arse.

He wanted more.

“I did manage to get you to beg last time; I am not averse to hearing you beg again. Who
knows, Lord Voldemort might even be benevolent and give you a boon.” He said it with so
much smugness and amusement that Harry leaned in again and licked him from collarbone to
jaw before he kissed that chiselled jaw. Then he took a step back. He was burning with
desire, but it sounded like a good plan to take it to the bed.

Voldemort turned towards him with wide eyes, and Harry grinned.

“Did you … did you just …”

“There is a rule that you might not be aware of; if I lick it, it’s mine.”

Voldemort, the Dark Lord who now ruled all of magical Britain, blinked at him. Just blinked
at him.

“Now, I have a spell to cast, and you have an oil to fetch. Meet me in bed?”

Voldemort blinked at him twice more, before turning away while shaking his head.

Less than two minutes later they met again in Harry’s bed. It seemed like Voldemort had
gotten over the shock of being licked and neither of them mentioned it. After settling himself
outstretched beside Harry on the bed, leaning on one elbow, Voldemort simply let his hungry
gaze trail over Harry’s body. It felt like his eyes scorched his skin and Harry gave a soft
whimper, he still wanted more. More touches, more kisses, more long fingers in his hair and
soon, soon, he would need to be filled.

“What do you want, Harry?” Voldemort said in a smooth voice and crimson eyes met green.
“Tell me what you want.”

Beg me, the gleaming eyes said, beg me for what you want. I might just give it to you.

Harry arched against Voldemort, rubbed his whole body against his, and moaned. Voldemort
laid a long hand against his chest and pushed him back down to the mattress. The cool fingers
burned against his skin, but not nearly as much as the eyes that held his. So much want, so
much hunger, so much possessiveness, for him. For Harry. Harry whimpered, blinked, and
tried to think through what Voldemort had said.

Telling Voldemort what he wanted, or more like begging for it, wasn’t actually any hardship
for Harry. He didn’t mind begging in this setting. He might find it slightly frustrating, slightly
humiliating, but in the right context, with the right person, it was also exhilarating,
intoxicating and even erotic. He suspected Voldemort of getting off on begging, but he



actually trusted the man enough not to take it too far, not with Harry, not at this point.
Besides, if Harry begged for it, then Voldemort would know for certain that he did want it.
Harry guessed that that might be more important to Voldemort, right at this moment, and
knowing that made him like the idea even better and made him feel even safer.

“Touch me, please. Please, just … just touch me!” Harry tried to arch against Voldemort
again, still very much wanting more.

The hand lifted from his chest and long fingers trailed from Harry’s neck and down his body.
Harry shivered.

“Yes, please, more, more please!”

The hand continued to caress his body. Harry shivered and squirmed, moaned and whimpered
with need. Voldemort’s eyes were on his face and the hunger was burning, burning, burning.
Eating him up. Owning him. Possessing him. How something so hot could be contained in
something so cool, Harry didn’t know.

Harry moved under Voldemort’s hand, against his body, and felt the hard cock leave a wet
trail against his side. He whimpered, then gasped when Voldemort grasped under his leg and
spread his legs apart, exposing his hole, before kneading the lower part of his arse, long
fingers almost touching his entrance. Harry moaned and rocked his body, trying to get the
fingers closer but they disappeared.

“Use your words, Harry. What do you want?” It was no more than a silky whisper in his ear,
hot breath making him quiver.

“Your fingers,” Harry whined, and Voldemort trailed his fingers down his chest and lightly
over Harry’s hard cock. “Your fingers …” The fingers were caressing his cock now, making
the whole of Harry twitch. “In me, please, in me. Fuck me!”

The hand disappeared from his cock and Harry actually sobbed in desperation. Then long,
slick fingers circled his entrance and Harry eagerly spread his legs. Voldemort hummed and
moved closer, slowly got partly on top of Harry, so the arm he held himself up on could reach
Harry’s face and neck, could touch and stroke and hold. The fingers continued to circle his
entrance and tease him.

“Harry, look at me. Open your eyes and look at me.” The voice was velvet soft, but
commanding, unyielding. It made him shiver, nearly in fear, but absolutely in want and need
and desire.

Harry opened his eyes and blinked several times, unsure when he had closed them.
Voldemort’s face was right over him, his hand against his jaw, red eyes now almost
completely black with lust, an inferno hidden in their depths. And still, one hand was gently
teasing Harry’s entrance and the other was even gentler against his face.

“Is this what you want?” One finger pressed against his entrance and Harry arched up, only to
push against Voldemort’s hard body and even harder cock. The finger stayed there, slick with
oil, almost breaching him, but no more.



“Yes, yes, please. Please fuck me, please spread me open and fuck me. I want that. I want that
so much.” Was he sobbing? Yes, he was actually sobbing, while rubbing against Voldemort
and trying to get that finger just a bit closer, just a bit. “Please, spread me open and fuck me,
please, please!”

Voldemort’s eyelids fluttered, he gave a small, sharp inhale and a shudder ran down his long,
hard body. Then that teasing finger finally, finally breached Harry’s entrance and Harry gave
a gasp and just moaned while the finger slowly fucked him.

Voldemort’s other hand stroked his neck and temple and the conflicting sensations, of
pleasure and care, was almost unbearable, and Harry felt a tear burn and then run down his
face. He hurriedly opened his eyes that he yet again hadn’t noticed that he had closed, and
met Voldemort gaze just a moment after Voldemort saw the tear.

“It’s so good, so very good,” Harry whispered hoarsely. “Please don’t stop.”

Voldemort considered him, his face, his eyes and the body that lay willing and pliant under
him, and didn’t stop his ministrations. Harry gave a grateful sigh and laid a hand on the arm
that touched his face. He looked Voldemort in the eyes again while the man’s finger fucked
him leisurely.

“May I have more now?” he asked. The fire and extreme need had been doused because of
the overload of conflicting sensations, but the wish for pleasure was still there.

Voldemort leaned down and kissed Harry’s neck.

“You may,” he said in no more than a whisper and added a second finger. The two fingers
entered him excruciatingly slow, spreading him open, slowly, so slowly, and so deliciously.
Voldemort kissed his neck again, up to his ear and then down to his collarbone, where he
nipped at Harry’s skin.

“So good, so good,” Harry moaned, and Voldemort proceeded to fuck him. He changed
between scissoring him open and fuck him as deep as his long fingers would go. The
smouldering heat took fire again and Harry clutched at him while also trying not to push
down on his fingers. He had the distinct impression that Voldemort wanted to do the fucking
himself. And he was good at it, so very good. It left Harry panting.

“More. Three fingers now. Please, more, more now. More.” He was trembling, almost
clawing at Voldemort’s back, but not with real claws, fortunately.

He could feel Voldemort’s satisfied smirk against his shoulder, but he complied, and Harry
arched into him when that third finger spread him open and then Voldemort grazed the bundle
of nerves inside that made pleasure ripple through Harry, and Harry was turned into a
quivering mass of pleasure and lust and need and burning and want, want, want!

Voldemort did hesitate for a second or two before he slowly gave into Harry’s begging and
added the fourth finger. He was unbearably gentle, and Harry could feel oil dripping out of
him to puddle beneath him. But he did get that fourth finger, did get that feeling fullness, of
being spread open, of the fingers leisurely moving inside him, finding the perfect spot, the



perfect angle. He was a gasping, whimpering, squirming mess, clawing and pawing at
Voldemort in pleasure and desperation before he managed to get out any more words.

“You, I need you to fuck me. Please. Please, I need it. Please.”

Harry went incoherent when Voldemort drew back his hand and moved to align himself with
Harry’s entrance. He could feel the tip of Voldemort cock against him.

“Please, please, please, give me, give me more, give me you. I need you inside me. Need …
need …”

Voldemort began to slide into him, into his hole that he already had fucked open with his
fingers, and he was slow, painstakingly slow. Harry was writhing under him, trying to hold
himself back from impaling himself on Voldemort. Voldemort had so far given him
everything he had asked for, begged for, he would give him this too. He focused on enjoying
the slow glide, the feeling of laying underneath someone, open and exposed, vulnerable but
safe, the feeling of being pushed into, of being forced even more open, the slight stretch and
burn because of Voldemort’s girth, but not really pain. He was whimpering, almost sobbing
with lust, and enjoying every second.

Voldemort seated himself completely in Harry and paused, bowed his head and kissed
Harry’s neck and let Harry get used to the fullness in his body, to relish in the feeling. Four
fingers might have been nice, but they weren’t really much compared to Voldemort’s entire
cock. He could feel his entrance flutter around Voldemort’s base, his walls constrict around
him, trying to get accustomed to the intrusion, the mass, inside him. So hard, so full, so
much, so perfect.

Harry clutched Voldemort towards him and hid his face against Voldemort’s neck, stifling his
small gasps and whimpers against his skin. Voldemort kissed him leisurely, with all the time
in the world, while his body was taunt as a bowstring above Harry and Harry could almost
feel the blood pounding in Voldemort’s cock inside him, it was so hard.

“Good,” he whispered, shivering when Voldemort moved just a bit and his cock inside him
also shifted. “So good.” He didn’t want Voldemort to get the wrong idea. Not now. Not when
it felt so very, very good.

A part of him was oddly satisfied with this feeling, this fullness, this closeness.

The rest of him wanted more, needed more.

“Move, please. Please, move. Please fuck me.”

Voldemort complied. Slowly at first, but he soon gave in to Harry’s pleading and began
fucking him in earnest. Hard and fast and glorious. Harry was pounded into the mattress, and
he loved it. It was everything he had hoped for, everything he had wished for, and so, so
much better than that first, necessary and awkward time. The pleasure was building and
unbearable, and not enough.



“Need you. Need … harder …deeper … more … you!” Harry was panting, desperate. “More.
Please.”

The hand that still lay against Harry’s face was even now just supporting, not grabbing or
holding, an anchor in the onslaught of feelings and pleasure and hardness and desire. It was
strangely reassuring, that hand, when the rest of the body above him was moving in a raging
passion, pounding him ruthlessly and hard, and was completely and utterly magnificent.

Voldemort met his gaze, slowed down and forced a frantic negating sound out of Harry,
before he got Harry’s legs over Voldemort’s shoulders and set up the pace again. Hitting even
deeper inside Harry. Harry groaned and tossed his head back.

“Yes, so good, yes. More, give me more, please. Please, please, please!”

Voldemort pummelled into him, and Harry could feel him jerk and come and begin to fill
Harry, while he still moved inside him. A long hand grasped around Harry’s rock-hard and
leaking cock and tugged and twisted and the still hard cock in his arse was jerking and filling
him with warm cum and he had been so aroused, so desperate for so long, and the hand
around his cock twisted over the head of his cock again and Harry screamed as the orgasm
ripped through him.

Slowly Voldemort let Harry’s legs down again and even more slowly he pulled out of Harry.
Even exhausted and blissful, Harry whimpered at the loss. Voldemort cast a spell that cleaned
them both up and lay down beside Harry, close but not quite touching. Harry leaned in and
kissed his neck before letting himself sink completely down into the mattress, eyes half
closed.

They were silent, just breathing, just calming down and letting the vestiges of the pleasure
run its course.

“For the record, that was fucking fantastic, or fantastic fucking,” Harry said hoarsely.

“I am glad you approve,” came the wry answer. “And yes, for the record; that was bloody
fantastic.”

Harry felt like he got a whiplash, that was how fast he moved his neck to stare at his husband,
who never cursed like that, ever. The bastard gave him a small, lopsided grin and Harry’s
heart almost stuttered to a halt. Voldemort’s shoulder long hair was partly out of its binding
and had become mussed and there was a slight sheen of sweat on his face. His red eyes still
had very big pupils and were a little dazed, and then that smile … It was probably the biggest
and most real smile Harry had ever seen on him. Not counting all the evil grins he had seen
through the years.

Harry swallowed hard and didn’t have to remind himself that it was alright to find his
husband attractive. For once he didn’t have a problem remembering that, remembering the
plan. He had an attractive husband that just now had pounded him into the mattress in the
most glorious way. A husband that seemed like he enjoyed it enough to maybe want to do it
again sometime.



“That’s good,” Harry said. “Would that mean that you are up for a repeat performance?”

“Not in the next fifteen minutes, no.”

Harry stared at him, and he knew his mouth was partly open, but he didn’t manage to close it.

“You do know you are not seventeen, right?” he asked after finding his voice again.

“I am not completely human,” Voldemort reminded him. “And after out last talk about a
potential sex-life, I decided to figure out a few things for myself.”

Harry nodded, that made sense, and it was so incredibly typical Voldemort. He always
wanted to know everything and be prepared for everything. He was like the most prepared
boy scout in history. The thought almost made him snort, but he held it back.

“Yeah, about the same here,” he admitted slowly. “It … changed after I … well, changed.”

“However, if you were asking about whether I would like to do this again in more general
terms, then the answer is yes.”

“That is good to know,” Harry said, almost in a whisper.

There was a new silence, it was still calm, still comfortable. It was relaxing, enjoying silent
company.

“Now, what was it that you said earlier?” Voldemort came closer and looked down at Harry.

“What?” Harry forced his eyes open in time to see Voldemort lower his head, then he felt a
long, cool tongue lick him from his shoulder to his ear.

“If I lick it, it is mine, was it?” Voldemort hummed in amusement and Harry just stared at
him, stared at the merriment in those crimson eyes. Nobody would ever believe him if he told
them that a good fuck got Voldemort into mischievous mood.

No one would believe him! Ever!
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Voldemort grumbled over the insane amount of evidence Miss Granger had been able to
procure, but he appreciated it, nevertheless. This way, they would be certain who she had
gotten, why, how and how very, very guilty of the horrible atrocities they were. Even if it
took him the rest of the night to get through the paperwork alone. Scroll after scroll, and even
a few Muggle notebooks, filled with notes, dates, plans, sketches of places and people she
had seen in connection to the child-murderers. He was almost glad that he was already raging
on the inside and that he in truth could not get any more incensed. And he was most
definitely grateful that Harry hadn’t woken when he left him in the bed. Harry had been in
shock and needed the rest, because the coming day would be more of the same. More shock,
more rage, more disbelief. And more grief.

Voldemort didn’t find it surprising that Harry needed to not think about the whole debacle for
a while. The shock alone would have made thinking hard. Voldemort himself had only felt
rage when he saw the names of people from the Dark faction on the list of culprits. They
hadn’t been Marked, so he hadn’t been able to keep a close watch on them. He hoped they
knew how extremely long it would take for them to die, and that they already were terrified
because of it. Because they should be. He had done horrible things to people that had done
much less than these idiots.

He now also suspected that Miss Granger had killed Remus Lupin not so much because he
refused to let her take him alive, but because she knew what awaited him in Voldemort’s care
if he was taken alive. He believed he would find better clues to the truth of that speculation in
the vials of memories Miss Granger also had left with the evidence. The Auror’s had copied
everything before taking the originals to the Ministry, even the memory vials.

Harry’s wish for distraction had not been entirely unexpected. His wish for sex to be that
distraction had been, but not undesirable. Far from it. The first round of sex, right after the
application of the blood runes, had been followed by a light dinner and two hours where they



calmed Harry’s aggressive soul shard, followed by another round of rather amazing sex.
Fantastic fucking, as Harry had so aptly put it.

Harry hadn’t been the least bit timid this time. Harry had in fact touched him, caressed him,
rubbed against him and gotten a full erection long before they reached the bed. Harry had
been comfortable in the situation, even more direct than last time and so very eager. More
than willing to indulge Voldemort and beg for what he wanted. And Harry had begged so
prettily, so passionately, that if he ever invited Voldemort to bed again, Voldemort didn’t
doubt that his answer would be yes. Just for the mere chance to see Harry squirm and plead
under him again and look at him with big, desperate eyes.  

At the end of the night Harry had been calm, he had felt safe, and he had fallen asleep in
Voldemort’s arms. Voldemort had actually fallen asleep himself, for a couple of hours, in bed
with Harry next to him.

During his reading of Miss Granger’s notes, it quickly became obvious that Remus Lupin had
been the mastermind behind the group. He had been the planner, the tactician, and the
burning rage behind them all. Remus Lupin, and every single one of his associates, had lost a
child, or more, to the war. That was what had united them. Their loss, their grief and their
rage. Their madness, because killing children because you yourself had lost a child could
never be anything but madness. Remus Lupin had been strong, knowledgeable, capable and
utterly insane with loss.

It was not an excuse and could never be an excuse, and if Voldemort had had the man in front
of him, he would have used days, if not weeks and months, to kill him. To take him apart, bit
by bit. What it was, however, was a reason. And Remus Lupin was hardly alone in having
broken under loss and grief during the war.

There were quite a few people that had broken in the war, and more than a few that had ended
their life in some battle by running in front of deadly curses. Others had contacted Severus or
other potioners and begged for release, for peace. Some had been within reach of what help
they could give in the middle of a war.

Others had not.

In the early hours of the morning there was a knock on his door.

“Enter!”

Astoria opened the door, came to stand in front of his desk and bowed low. Obviously his
second in command now, and not his housemate.

“Do you have anything to add to the reports, Astoria?” he asked and made a gesture at a chair
in front of his desk.

“Yes, my Lord. There is one occurrence of import that I thought it best to report immediately,
despite the late, or early, hour. While discussing the new development and the prisoners with
the Head of DMLE, I was … informed that she, Susan Bones, had just survived an assault,



the last of four such assaults. All committed by Madam Amelia Bones, who now considers
her niece a traitor and seems to want her dead.

“Madam Bones has been sent to St. Mungos under guard, for the Healers to ascertain if she is
mentally fit to stand on trial, or not. I put Blaise Zabini as our interim Ministry Leader. I
believe he is the best suited, for now, but also that someone known to be Light would do
better in the long run, for the sake of the balance in the Ministry leadership. Just as we
discussed before you offered Madam Bones the position, my Lord.”

Voldemort stiffened while he took in all the new information, and then cursed silently in his
head and let his glamour fall to at least be able to show some of his rage, while he at the same
time strengthened his Occlumency shields and the door towards the mind bridge. He knew he
had the appearance from his resurrection. And here he had been under the mistaken belief
that he actually couldn’t get any more incensed than he already had been. He had known,
almost from the beginning, that Madam Bones would not hold her position for long. But as
she had a lot of experience with leadership in the Ministry, was a known Light witch and a
fierce fighter, he had hoped she would have lasted a bit longer than this.

Another broken person, who took their pain out on innocents.

If their society were to have any chance to heal after this war, they needed Mind Healers, and
a lot of them. For the youngest first, as they were the future, but everyone needed them. He
made a note to look into sending more willing magicals out of the country to get certified in
Mind Healing as fast as possible, and to again see if it was possible to get teachers and
practitioners into the country. There were some months since they first had made the inquiry,
and every month that the peace held and their rebuilding continued, should help prove that
they were serious in their claims about wanting peace.

“Zabini will do for now,” Voldemort said in a low voice, a small hiss to his words revealed
how furious he was. “Tell him that he will have the position until the end of January next
year, at the very least. But tell him tomorrow, or more to the point, later today. You have
worked diligently through the night, Astoria and done a remarkable job. Now, go to bed.”

“Thank you, my Lord.” Astoria got up, bowed and left.

Voldemort used the morning to go through the memories Miss Granger had left as evidence.
She had been swift and utterly ruthless when apprehending the culprits. Most of the culprits
had had no idea what was happening before it was too late, and whatever she did stopped
them from performing suicide, if that was something they generally did when captured and
not only when they went on their revolting raids.

Voldemort saw Miss Granger fight with Lupin and he saw how spectacularly outclassed the
older man was against the battle-hardened witch. He saw how fast she cast her spell-links,
most of them curses, all of them silent and quite a few of them wandless. He saw how many
that hit their target, and how quickly she herself dodged and wove around the curses Lupin
sent back. He was no longer in doubt; she was playing with Lupin, like a cat with a mouse.
Even if Lupin was one of the better fighters in his group, he was severely outdone by the
witch. That Miss Granger killed the bastard was a choice she most likely made deliberately.



Voldemort had seen Miss Granger fight on the battlefield before. Mostly back-to-back with
Harry, but getting the chance to really take it all in now … It was like she was dancing, and it
was effortless, as easy as breathing. And when she sent that last curse, the curse that Lupin
couldn’t dodge or shield from, there was nothing in her one functioning eye. No glee, no
anger, no regret, just nothing. She had shut herself off for the fight and she had done it
masterfully.

There was no wonder Harry and Miss Granger combined had been feared on the battlefield.
No wonder Astoria in the later years had made a case for getting out of their way, if at all
possible, if the two of them entered a battlefield where they hadn’t planned for them. Miss
Granger alone was just as much a master duellist as Harry was. The two of them together
would be more like a force of nature; powerful and unyielding, magnificent and deadly.

It was no longer early morning, and he was making his own notes on the whole incident
when he heard low hissing through all the open doors between his own study and Harry’s
bedroom. He had left Nagini with Harry so she could come get him if Harry seemed to have a
nightmare. She hadn’t come for him once during the night, which was strange, as he knew
that Harry often had several nightmares every night that he didn’t take Dreamless Sleep. Now
Nagini slithered through the open door and right up to him with great speed. Even after so
many years, her speed could surprise him, as she didn’t use it often. She greatly preferred
lazing in front of the fire or sunning herself on a warm rock.

“Yes, my dear?” he hissed at her, putting down his book.

“The young consort is awake,” she pronounced.

“Very well, let us go talk to him and see if he would like something to eat. There is much to
do today, but I would rather he was with me than on his own.” He got up and began to find
his way through the doors towards Harry’s bedroom. He made sure to use his glamour before
he had gone many steps, he was still angry and Harry did most decidedly not need anything
more to upset him right now.

“Master, the young consort smells of pain and exhaustion. Did you not make him happy last
night? Are you not a good mate?”

It took him a moment to infer what she meant, and then he dearly wanted to run his hands
over his face and groan. This was all he needed, her impertinent little nose, or tongue, in his,
and Harry’s, personal life. But then again, nothing was truly private with Nagini around.

“Oh, shush you,” he hissed.

“My Master should be a good mate for the young consort. You should ask for help and learn
to be a good mate and make him happy, if you cannot do so on your own.”

Voldemort knocked on the half open door into Harry’s bedroom and hoped Harry hadn’t
heard Nagini’s proclamation, but after he was told to enter and met his husband’s laughing
eyes, he knew he wasn’t so lucky. He was grateful that he couldn’t blush, because this might
very well have done it.



“Nagini, I thank you for your consideration, but being good mates to each other is something
Voldemort and I will have to figure out on our own,” Harry said, surprisingly diplomatic.

Voldemort gave him a nod in thanks, but didn’t meet his eyes. His lower stomach clenched
with desire as it almost always did when he heard Harry speak in Parseltongue. Speaking to
snakes never stirred him in the least, but Harry was another matter entirely.

“The young consort wants to be a good mate to my Master?” Nagini hissed and hoisted
herself up on the bed to curl loosely around where Harry sat before bumping her head against
his hand in a demand for pets.

“I believe he tries, so I feel that it’s only fair if I try too.” Harry obediently began to run his
hand down Nagini’s head and neck, only heightening the appeal he had in Voldemort’s eyes.

The man was dangerous, and Voldemort’s mind was entirely in the gutter this morning.
Voldemort suspected that the sexual activity the night before was to blame. It didn’t make it
better, or easier. At least Harry couldn’t smell his arousal, there was some comfort in that.

“I do wonder, though, about your designation for me, Nagini. Why am I the young consort?
Is it simply because I’m the youngest of us, or were there ever another consort that would be
the older consort? If you don’t mind me asking?” Harry looked at Voldemort, who shook his
head. He didn’t know why Nagini called Harry ‘young consort’. Voldemort felt it suited
because Harry was younger than him and he was his consort, but he couldn’t say what went
on in Nagini’s snaky, little brain.

“You are younger than the Master and you are his consort, his mate,” Nagini hissed. “Is it
wrong to name you so? Should I call you Master’s mate instead?”

Harry almost choked for a moment. “No, no thank you. Young consort works just fine. I was
simply curious.”

Harry petted Nagini and made her hiss in pleasure before he looked up at Voldemort.

“I guess there is a lot to do for you today?”

“Yes, there is, even more than I knew when we last spoke.”

Harry quirked an eyebrow and Voldemort recounted Astoria’s rapport from the early morning
about Madam Bones’ attack on her niece and Blaise Zabini’s temporary position. He saw
Harry’s green eyes darken and his face grew hard.

“But Susan is alright now?” he asked in the end.

“As far as Astoria knew, yes, she is fine. Harry, would you accompany me to the Ministry
today?”

“Why?” There was some suspicion in his husband’s voice, and since Harry hadn’t opened the
door to their mind bridge, Voldemort couldn’t know for certain why he felt that way, but he
could guess. Slowly Voldemort sat down at the foot of the bed, as far as possible from Harry,



but he no longer stood over him, and he hoped that would help. Nagini slithered closer to him
and made sure she could be petted by both of them at once. They dutifully petted.

“Because you were very distraught last night, Harry, and I do not wish to leave you alone
here when I know that you must still be upset.”

“The young consort still smells of pain,” Nagini said and flicked Harry on the cheek with her
tongue.

“Mental pain, not physical,” Harry inserted.

“That does not really make it better,” Voldemort said with a low hiss.

Harry shrugged.

“Will you not accompany me today, my own? You do not have to do or say anything,”
Voldemort said, then he froze, just as Harry did.

Voldemort remembered the evening he had called Harry precious and had been told in no
uncertain terms that Harry utterly abhorred any kind of endearment used on him. Voldemort
wasn’t one to normally use endearments, so he had never thought it would be any kind of
problem, but now …

And where, by Hecate, had ‘my own' come from? He knew that he generally was possessive,
and that he probably was more possessive of Harry than was healthy, but he also knew the
boundaries and he strictly kept to them so as to not push Harry away. Now he had called his
husband ‘my own’, and the words had slipped out from nowhere. He was certain he never
even had thought of them, and still, he liked the sound of them. Harry was his.

His. His husband. His Horcrux. His consort. His mystery. His equal. His.

Mine.

“Now the young consort smells of fear,” Nagini grumbled and nipped irritably at Voldemort’s
hand. As if Voldemort couldn’t smell it himself when he opened his mouth and let air spill
over his tongue. As if he couldn’t see it in Harry’s frozen figure.

Both of them ignored her.

Harry sat completely still, breathing shallowly, watching him, as if he was waiting for
something. When nothing happened, when Voldemort didn’t say anything more, Harry drew
a deep breath and let it shakily out while blinking several times. Then he cocked his head to
the side and examined Voldemort deliberately, thoroughly. His breath found a slow, regular
rhythm again. He furrowed his brows in thought.

“Alright, that is an … acceptable endearment, in private,” Harry said after long moments in
silence.

Voldemort nodded slowly.



“I had not planned to use it,” he admitted, because he owed Harry that much.

“I guessed as much. You appeared to be shocked. I’m your husband, but I’m also my own
person.” Harry seemed to be more asking than telling, and Voldemort remembered how Harry
in the beginning had feared that he would not be allowed to have his own life and make his
own decisions. How he had feared to become a puppet without any choice at all.

“I know that, Harry, and I will never forget it, no matter what kind of endearments I use,”
Voldemort hurried to reassure him. “I give you my word.”

Voldemort didn’t want a slave, a prisoner, or a puppet. He had never wanted that, not truly,
even though he at one point had expected Harry to simply follow his lead, at least publicly,
and no more.

No, Voldemort wanted an equal, someone strong, someone to stand by his side and not in his
shadow. He realised that now.

Voldemort wanted the warrior he had seen at the Battle of Hogsmeade. He wanted the leader
that had taken command over Voldemort’s own forces as if he was born to it. He wanted the
sorcerer that used Fiendfyre without even considering how difficult and dangerous that curse
was. He wanted the shapechanger and the Parselmouth. He also wanted the man that just last
night had invited him to his bed and begged for his cock, before he let him pound him into
the mattress. He wanted the man who had enjoyed every moment of it with him before he
later had fallen asleep in his arms, snuggled against him as if he belonged there.

He wanted Harry.

Mine.

Harry swallowed hard and Voldemort guessed some of his thoughts and feelings could be
seen in his face.

“Alright, I believe you,” Harry whispered. “And I will come with you to the Ministry today.
Do I have to be human? I’m … better, or at least somewhat over the worst of the shock, but I
still need time to absorb it all. Being an animal allows me to keep some distance to the
feelings while I at the same time can think through the facts.”

“If you wish to be an animal while you join me at the Ministry, I have no problem with that.”
After all, Harry’s shape changing ability was still new and very interesting. They had talked a
bit about it since Harry revealed himself, and Voldemort had seen him in different shapes
now and again, but it was still new.

Harry nodded at him, and a moment later there wasn’t one, but two big snakes in Harry’s bed.
Nagini and Harry in the leaner shape of a black King Cobra, at least as long as Nagini, maybe
even longer. Nagini looked at the new snake in the bed for a moment before scenting him,
deciding it was Harry despite his new form, and cuddled in close, just as she had done the last
two times Harry had changed to a snake in front of her. Voldemort had been right, she adored
Harry even more now, knowing he could change his shape, even though Voldemort knew that



she would have killed him without pause if Harry in fact had been another snake in her
territory. She had done it before, when Voldemort hadn’t prevented her from doing so.

Voldemort cursed his own thoughtlessness. Not only did he respond to the display of Harry’s
power, but he also responded to the shape Harry had taken, and now Harry could smell him.
Smell his arousal. 

Harry, the King Cobra, slithered up to him, scenting the air, but he didn’t betray his thoughts
by deed or word. Voldemort knew that he really, really shouldn’t react like this to Harry, not
when Harry for all intents and purposes was an actual snake right now. But he was also
Voldemort’s husband, and he was more cognisant than any ordinary snake. And the bloody
man had apparently awoken a libido Voldemort couldn’t ever remember having.

Voldemort gave a put-upon sigh and held out an arm for Harry to climb up, if he wished.

“Breakfast first, then we will leave for the Ministry. Nagini will have to share her rabbits
with you.”

Harry climbed up his arm and slipped around his neck as if he did it every day, his long body
going around Voldemort’s torso. The feeling of Harry’s cool scales against skin made him
shiver in pleasure. 

“We will have small, plump rabbits,” Nagini hissed happily. “Nagini will share with the
young consort.”

“Should I choose another shape?” Harry asked, close to his ear, his tongue flicking against
Voldemort’s skin. “I chose a snake because I will be able to communicate with you like this,
but if it’s … distracting for you …”

It did actually sound like he cared, and not as if he was silently laughing at Voldemort’s
expense. But he also had a point, it wasn’t like Voldemort could communicate with him if
Harry was a dog or a cat or anything else but a snake. Silently Voldemort decided to use an
old impotence curse on himself for the day. It would get truly awkward otherwise, and the
curse was safe to use as it had been used on suitors in times past, when there hadn’t been a
chaperon close by. It would have to do for the day.

“No, you are correct. If you are comfortable, then stay like this. I … apologise … for my
reaction.”

Having an actual libido was exhausting. Who would ever have thought it? Having a healed
soul, a working mind and a functioning body for the first time in his adult life most certainly
came with some revelations.

“And I still don’t care about that, Voldemort. I guess I will have to tell you about my own less
than ordinary buttons at some point, for you to believe me. I only asked because I don’t want
to make the day harder than it already will be, not because I was bothered by it myself. Call
me weird, but as long as it isn’t deliberately pushed in my face, I find such reactions …
flattering. And no, I don’t count seeing or smelling arousal as something that is being
deliberately pushed in my face. That is a natural response that you can’t prevent.”



Voldemort hesitated for a moment, thinking through Harry’s words. Harry obviously didn’t
find Voldemort’s quiet fixation degrading or insulting, and he was fully aware of said
fixation. Voldemort thought that the fact that his reactions to Harry was involuntary when he
always had had perfect control of himself before, might be half of his problem.

“Very well,” he said in the end.

Three plump baby rabbits later, two for the larger Nagini and one for the slenderer Harry, and
one breakfast for a mostly human male, they left for the Ministry. Nagini joined them to keep
Harry company in case Harry wanted to leave Voldemort’s side.

A lot of people eyed the black snake around Voldemort’s shoulders, but few made any
comment. Except Astoria who approached to pet and coo over both snakes, even if she was
one of few that probably guessed that the new snake was Harry. Harry let himself be petted
twice by her before he retreated back to Voldemort’s neck.

Harry kept quiet during the day, not asking any questions, and not making any move to go out
on his own, or even move away from Voldemort. He surprised Voldemort the first time he
slipped down into his lap during a meeting and silently bumped his hand in a demand for
pets. Voldemort, who was so used to Nagini doing the same, petted his snake husband for
several minutes before he realised that he was in fact petting his husband. His still quite
skittish husband who only sought out physical contact in very specific circumstances. Being a
snake apparently made it easier for him to want not only physical contact by being around
Voldemort’s shoulders, but also more direct contact by being caressed, at least by Voldemort.

The only question Harry asked the entire day was about the term Ministry Leader, after the
meeting with Blaise Zabini, an old classmate of Draco that had been chosen by Astoria as the
interim Ministry Leader after Madam Bones had failed so spectacularly.

“Why Ministry Leader?” Harry asked with a hiss. “I am sure that the correct term for the
position is Minister? Or at least it was at some point.”

“The Minister for Magic is traditionally known to be the single person with the most political
power in magical Britain,” Voldemort answered. “While I do want to have a person that
leads the institution that is our Ministry, I would not like that person to be perceived as the
person with the most political power in our government. That might give the wrong
impression and thus lead to problems later on.”

“Because you are the person with the most power, political, magical or otherwise, in magical
Britain, and you don’t share,” Harry stated.

“Precisely,” Voldemort admitted, even while wondering if that, strictly speaking, were true
anymore. He wouldn’t give up his power, no, never that, but he wondered if he, maybe,
wasn’t as averse to sharing as he once had thought he always would be. With the right person,
of course, if that person wanted it.

It was late in the evening that day, after the soul shard had been calmed and Harry had gone
for a swim in the warm pool in the new conservatory, that there was a knock on the door into
Voldemort’s rooms. He got up from his chair by the fire and opened the door, only to look



down at his husband. A husband who looked more anxious than he usually did after time
spent on physical activity. Big, green eyes met his and while the mental doors between them
still were closely shut, as they had been since the painful shock the previous evening,
Voldemort could see both fear and hope in those eyes.

“Do you have a moment? I wanted to ask you something.”

Voldemort stepped away from the door and made a welcoming gesture, not commenting on
the fact that this was the first time Harry had ever entered his rooms. Voldemort had put
Harry in his own bed once, but that was hardly the same.

Harry didn’t sit and it looked like he dearly wanted to pace, but he made himself a rigid
statue in the middle of the floor and Voldemort knew that there was fear, real fear, in his
husband right now. He could scent it in the air without really trying. It tasted sour. He didn’t
like it.

So, he sat down in a chair on the other side of the room, making sure to give Harry space and
to not seem threatening. Harry really wanted this, more than anything else so far, that much
was obvious. And Voldemort could only think of one thing, one person, that mattered enough
for Harry to get this anxious about it. Voldemort knew what his answer would be, there truly
was only one answer he could give now, but that didn’t mean that he wasn’t apprehensive
about it. It risked changing everything, and he was both possessive enough and selfish
enough not to want things between them to change.

“What did you want to ask about?” Voldemort said in a low voice. He didn’t quite know what
he did to put silk or velvet in his voice, as Harry described it, but now he tried for silky, as
that often seemed to calm Harry down.   

Harry swallowed, looked away and then back at him. “As far as I know, you have had no
problem with me going out to meet people, build houses or hold classes.” He stopped.

“I have had no problem with that at all, no,” Voldemort assured.

“I would like to get in contact with Hermi, and keep in contact. If … if she would be safe.”
Harry’s voice got hoarse, and his hands actually shook before he hid them behind his back.
“She needs to be safe.”

He said it as if he told Voldemort that Miss Granger needed air to breathe. Harry needed Miss
Granger to be safe, and if Voldemort couldn’t guarantee her safety, Harry would make certain
that Miss Granger continued to stay away. Even if that would hurt both of them.

Slowly Voldemort got to his feet. “If you would follow me, Harry.” He led the way out the
door and Harry hurriedly came up to walk beside him. “The twelve days of Yule are very
demanding, and they are soon to commence. I would ask that you wait until they are past. We
celebrate from the 20th to the 31st of December. After that, you are very welcome to ask Miss
Granger to come to visit, or meet her at another place, if that will suit the two of you better,
and if you have guards. I will not change my mind regarding your guards anytime soon.



“Miss Granger will be safe, whether you meet at the Manor or anywhere else. If she attacks
someone without provocation, there will be consequences, as there will be for everyone else,
but other than that, she will be completely and utterly safe. Always.”

Voldemort had stopped in front of a door on the opposite wall from his own and Harry’s
doors, almost right between their two suites. Now he opened the door and went inside. Harry
followed him closely. The drawing room that met them was dark blue with bronze details, it
had a big fireplace, big comfy chairs and a sofa filled with pillows and blankets in bronze and
deep red and green. It had plush carpets on dark wooden floors and several paintings of
oceans, mountains and forests. When they went further into the suite, they found a bedroom
in dark crimson and gold, as well furnished as Harry’s and Voldemort’s own bedrooms. There
was also a bathroom in silver, green and black, a big study in dark gold and black and a walk-
in closet. The biggest difference between Harry’s and Voldemort’s rooms and these rooms,
besides the colour scheme, was that this suite didn’t have a balcony.

Voldemort hesitated but then said:

“You should know that before our marriage, but after you had accepted the offer, I was told,
by three different people, and without asking for advice, I might add, that you and Miss
Granger were an apparent package deal. I have always understood that I had to abide by that
fact.”

Harry stiffened, but didn’t say anything.

“I did not do much with the wing before we married,” Voldemort kept his voice low and
mellow, watching Harry looking around in the suite. “All I did was change three suites, our
two, and this one. I set it aside for Miss Granger, for when you would be comfortable with
inviting her here. She is welcome to stay overnight, now and again, but maybe not the first
few times. I would appreciate getting to know her somewhat before I have her right next to
my own rooms at night, even if I rarely sleep.”

Harry swallowed audibly and nodded without looking at him.

“She can come here on the first of January?” Harry asked in a small voice.

“She may do that, yes.”

“And she will be safe while here, and free to leave when she wishes?”

“Yes, Harry, she will be both safe while here and free to leave.”

“And I can crush anyone imbecilic enough to try to harm her while she visits?”

Voldemort couldn’t contain a snort. “Can I stop you?”

“No, not if anyone hurts her. Of course, she might do it herself before I can react.”

“That is fine then.”

“And I may … I may send her letters in the meantime?” Harry’s voice was thick.



“Of course you may.”

Harry nodded, but didn’t turn towards him. Voldemort thought he heard a small sob.

“I think … I think I will just stay here for a little while …” Now Harry’s voice was obviously
thick with tears.

“You know where to find me, if you wish to.”

Harry nodded.

“Should I send Nagini to you?”

“That … yeah, thanks.” Harry lifted a hand and Voldemort knew that he wiped away tears,
but he didn’t comment, he just silently left to get Nagini.
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“Happy Birthday, husband mine!” Harry smiled at him from behind the lunch table, a table
filled with pungent and delicious smelling food and two big cakes.

Voldemort blinked at him before carefully returning the smile. He had already gotten more
birthday wishes and cards and gifts than he would care for, as he did every Yule and then
every birthday too. He was still angry at the fool that had let his birthday slip, once upon a
time. Now, instead of being completely forgotten and overlooked as it had been his entire
childhood and younger years, it was a day for flattery, adulation, and downright toadyism. He
had preferred the day to be overlooked.

Not that he would tell Harry that when the man not only had made a fully functioning kitchen
in their wing during the last week, but also spent a lot of time in said kitchen refreshing
knowledge and skills he himself had professed to abhor having. Harry claimed that he
despised cooking, but it seemed he was very good at it, nevertheless, if the sight and smells
were anything to go by.

Voldemort sat down at the head of the table, as he usually did, with Harry to his right.

“This smells delicious, Harry,” Voldemort declared, and he wasn’t lying. Harry had made
them all eat take-away from Muggle restaurants on several occasions, and while Voldemort
still preferred a nice, bloody steak to almost everything else, he found the spicy dishes a nice
change of pace, and Harry highly enjoyed that kind of food.

“I am glad you think so,” Harry said and handed Voldemort the dish he knew Voldemort
preferred of the lot of them, a slightly spicy red curry dish with chicken. “Dinner will be
steak and creamed potatoes, and these cakes are two of five I have made the last two days.”
Harry hummed. “I might never enjoy cooking, but baking is apparently another matter. I
wasn’t able to decide what I should try or what you might like, so …” He gave a half shrug,
and they began eating.



Voldemort inwardly smiled. His husband had not only made a huge lunch by hand, and by the
sounds of it planned to make the dinner too, but he had made five cakes because he wasn’t
sure what Voldemort might prefer. For most of his adult life Voldemort had taken what he
wanted and never truly wanted for anything, but this was the first time ever he had felt
pampered. It was an unexpected but pleasant feeling.

The meal was delicious, and Voldemort only managed to taste one of the cakes, a fresh
tasting confection of meringue, vanilla cream and berries. He had never tasted it before and
liked it enough to ask Harry if that cake would be at tea too. Harry smiled and said that it
would be if he wanted it to.

The memory of the quiet lunch with just his husband and housemates got him through the
rest of the day filled with sycophancy and fawning, empty well wishes and some extremely
expensive gifts and grand gestures.

It was ridiculous, the lot of it.

Tea was served with all five cakes, three kinds of scones and three different kinds of finger
sandwiches. Apparently, Harry had had fun with this too.

The gifts from Astoria and Draco felt more thoughtful than any so far. A new book on non-
magical politics and parties, to get inspiration from in the future, as Astoria put it. The non-
magicals might have their troubles, but they had very varied methods of governing, and one
of them might be worth emulating. There was also a warm winter cloak in black wool
trimmed with fur, adorned with dark green and silver snakes, and reinforced with runes for
wind and water resistance, warmth and against wear and tear. As his own had seen close to a
decade of much use now, that was appreciated.

Harry looked uncomfortable when he admitted that he didn’t have a gift.

“You see, I got an idea some days ago, but right now I don’t know if it will even be feasible.
First, I have to figure out if it can be done and then I have to actually do it and …” He pulled
a hand through his hair. “It will take some time. Months, most likely. But I think you will like
it, very much so, if I can do it.” He swallowed. “I’m sorry. I should probably have found
something else.”

“Now you have me intrigued, husband mine. I will wait with anticipation,” Voldemort said
with a small smirk. And he knew he would.

Harry’s gift to him at Yule had been something of a wonder. A flat, rectangular glass box
with engraved runes that, when tapped in the right way, showed memories trapped in the box.
The box could only hold so much, and you couldn’t change the memories, but still, it had
been fascinating and something Voldemort had never heard of before. When asked, Harry had
admitted that it was something that he and Miss Granger had made together during the war,
and that Miss Granger had made sure to patent it by now, but Harry was allowed to make
them as he wished. The memories in the box, which were of a Shakespeare play, were
Harry’s own. Harry had compared it to a television and then had to explain what a television
was to Astoria and Draco, Voldemort knew enough of non-magicals to know of the concept.



If Harry could make something like that in a matter of weeks, what would he manage in
months?

The day’s biggest surprise came after they had calmed Harry’s soul shard that evening. Harry
had been mostly silent, contemplative and a bit more rigid than he had been lately, and when
he finally turned towards Voldemort after the soul shard had gotten its due, he was biting his
lip in an uncommon show of nerves. The mind doors between them weren’t open. Harry had
had his more closed after the discovery of the crimes of Remus Lupin and had admitted that
he needed to keep that distance for now, because his own feelings were a bit too much, he
couldn’t handle anything extra, not on a regular basis, at least. Voldemort hadn’t protested,
but occasionally, like now, he missed the possibility to read Harry’s feelings like that.

Voldemort waited, robe in his hand, while Harry seemed to gather both his wits and his
courage.

“So, I have a suggestion for you. I won’t call it a birthday gift, because it’s not, more like a
birthday activity, something we can do together, if you wish. And if you don’t wish to do it,
now or ever, then that isn’t a problem either, of course. But I have been wondering …” Harry
finally looked right at him. “You know how my Naga-self sees you as its, my, mate, and that I
so far don’t know exactly what that entails as I have only been in that shape twice since I
showed you, and never with you close by … Would you be interested in finding out what that
means, with me, tonight?”  

Voldemort heard his heartbeat in his chest, almost felt it against his skin, and his mouth
became dry.

“I would be interested in that, yes.”

“I … If you remember my tail … because of my instincts … I honestly don’t know how I will
react.” Harry looked him in the eyes again and Voldemort understood that Harry worried he
would step across some of Voldemort’s boundaries without being able to stop himself. “I’m
less human like that, than I’m now. I want, I need, to believe that I always will stop when
asked to, but … I give you permission to Stun me, or curse me or toss me across the room if I
don’t react properly to a no.” He swallowed. “If you want to try, even knowing that … then I
very much would like to figure out what it means to have a mate, as a Naga.” He gave a small
smile, eyes shining. “Um, but as I don’t really know how penetrative sex works for Nagas,
we probably should skip that, this time.”

“If you cannot stop yourself, then I will stop you,” Voldemort promised and saw how Harry
relaxed a bit more at his words, “and I concur in that we should take it slow. It would be best
to avoid any surprises.”

Harry nodded fervently and Voldemort let his robe fall back onto the chair he just picked it up
from. They both were dressed only in thin trousers.

“Any boundaries, except kissing on the lips, that I should know about, my own?” Voldemort
asked with a velvety purr. It had become easier to do with practice, even though he
sometimes still did it without meaning to, too. Voldemort took two steps closer and was now
close enough to touch Harry. Harry held his gaze, his pupils widening.



“Don’t step on my tail,” the words were no more than a breathy whisper, and then Harry did
have a tail again. Voldemort froze and just took in the beauty that was Harry as a Naga.
About eight metres of massive, dark green coils, the lighter emerald-green on the front, or
stomach side, of the tail. The same emerald-green scales in a pattern along his forehead and
temples, some down his sides and his arms too, they shimmered in the firelight. Harry’s green
eyes gleamed with blown vertical pupils and a long, split tongue slipped out to taste the air
over his now plump pink lips, lips that hid deadly fangs. His face was also shaper, more
angular and his hair long and very silky looking.

Voldemort swallowed hard. Already desire and possessiveness roared inside him.

“May I touch you, my own?” He wasn’t sure he could have stopped the endearment from
falling from his lips if he had tried.

Harry was his.

Had to be his.

His. His. His.

And he is always his own person, first and foremost, he forced the thought through his mind.
Because the best method of losing Harry, losing his trust, his willingness to spend time with
him and talk to him and to share a bed with him, was to forget that Harry always was his own
person, before anything else. No matter what Voldemort really felt about that fact. If he
forgot, even for a moment, he risked losing Harry and the peace between them.

And that simply would not do.

“Pleassse,” it was a slow hiss, but not Parseltounge.

Voldemort reached out a hand and let it trail slowly down Harry’s face, over the scales there.
Then his hand stroked through Harry’s hair and down his face again. Harry closed his eyes
and leaned into the touch with a hiss of pleasure. His massive tail wound around them both
and Voldemort couldn’t keep down a gasp when one of the coils touched him. He shuddered
in pleasure, it felt so good. When he focused on Harry’s face again, the glint in those green
eyes were unquestionably hungry. Harry’s tongue slipped out to sample scent again and a
small hiss escaped him when his eyes landed on Voldemort’s neck, where his pulse beat hard
and fast.

“You want me,” Harry smirked, “I can sssmell it. It sssmellsss ssso deliciousss.” Then he
scrunched up his nose and Voldemort couldn’t stop a low chuckle at the sight, but continued
to stroke Harry’s face and neck. The cool, pale skin with the green scales felt very good under
his fingers and Harry leaned into the touch and rubbed his face against his hand. Very
uncharacteristic for Harry, but also very welcome.

“What’sss with the hisssing?” Harry complained.

“You tell me, husband mine, you are after all the one who does it,” Voldemort said. “Not that
it bothers me, not at all.”



“Good, then I don’t care.” Even without the prolonged s-sounds, there was a hissing quality
to his words. His tongue went fast in and out and when Voldemort stroked his cheek again
Harry leaned hard into the hand, rubbed the side of his face against it and made a movement
so Voldemort’s hand stroked his neck behind his ear and down. Harry made a hiss of
pleasure.

Several coils looped suddenly around Voldemort’s waist and legs and dragged him in close to
Harry. Voldemort gasped and the tight hold combined with the closeness to Harry and the feel
of his tail against his skin, almost made him come right then and there. He shuddered and
actually whimpered with lust. If this had been anyone but Harry, he would have hated giving
this obvious sign of his weakness, and he would have felt humiliated. As it was, he let a hand
slip into Harry’s silky hair and relaxed as much as he could in Harry’s tight grip. Harry
pushed his face into Voldemort’s neck, his tongue traced his pulse leisurely.

“Neither do I care about the fact that you sssmell of lussst now, husssband mine. You are
mine. My mate. I give you leave to desssire me, in thisss form and any other. You are my
mate. You ssshould desssire me. You sssmell ssso tasssty.”

Something occurred to Voldemort, and as he was the one who was more like his usual self,
even if he now was painfully aroused and had a bit of difficulty thinking straight, he was the
one who had to bring it up. Unfortunately.

“Harry, academic question, do you believe that you are capable of discussing, say, arithmetic
theory right now?”

Harry narrowed his glowing green eyes. “Why would I want too?” The words were still
slightly hissed, but the gaze, while irritated, was focused. “I have my mate in my coilsss, a
mate that sssmellsss enticing and eager for my touch, asss I am for hisss. Why would I want
discusss arithmancy?”

Harry leaned in and put his arms around Voldemort while brushing Voldemort’s neck with his
lips. Voldemort jerked and moaned in his coils and arms, and felt how he couldn’t possibly
get out of the tight grip Harry had on him. He was stuck in his husband’s smooth coils, and
perversely, instead of the thought making him panic, it made him even harder, ready to come,
or to simply melt in Harry’s grasp.

“It is not merely your speech that has altered,” Voldemort said hoarsely, “so has your speech
pattern and your behaviour, sufficiently so for me to speculate if you now are entirely instinct
driven. Given your response just now, I believe that while instinct is prevalent, you are fully
capable of reasoning and making decisions. Had that not been the case I would have ended
this now.”

Harry hugged him closer, his thinner tail tip winding up one of Voldemort’s bare legs,
beneath his trousers. Then his trousers vanished, and he stood naked in Harry’s arms and
coils. Usually, it was Harry that stood in his arms, but Voldemort couldn’t say that he minded
too much. Not when his husband’s, his mate’s, soft and glossy coils wrapped him like they
did. Every movement Harry made sent shivers of pleasure up and down his back. His cock
was hard enough to ache now and when Harry moved, it rubbed partly against Harry’s belly
and partly against the scales on his lower abdomen. 



“Thank you, my mate, for looking after me ssso well,” Harry whisper-hissed, his tail moving
around Voldemort, the tip of it stroking the inside of his thigh now.

“Harry!” Voldemort gasped when the tip moved even higher.

Harry froze, but didn’t move away. Maybe he was waiting for an explanation, or maybe he
was fighting with himself, believing that he should stop and move away, and not being able
to because of his instincts. Voldemort didn’t want that; he didn’t want that at all.

“If you persist, you will undo me, my own,” he whispered huskily. 

Harry hissed in something Voldemort thought was pleasure and rubbed his face against
Voldemort’s cheek, neck and shoulder, and his chest against Voldemort’s chest, making the
friction against Voldemort’s cock even more intense. Voldemort moaned.

“I would like that, my mate. I want your ssscent on me, marking me as yoursss.”

Those words, the thought of that concept, combined with the wonderful feeling of Harry’s tail
around him and the friction he was receiving from Harry rubbing against him, pushed him
over the edge and pleasure rammed into him so hard that he spasmed in Harry’s grip and saw
white.

His whole body was still pulsating with pleasure when Voldemort was able to gather himself
enough to focus outward again. He shivered with the lingering pleasure and moaned when he
felt that he still was held in Harry coils with Harry tucked tight towards him, or was it
Voldemort that was tucked tight towards Harry now, as Harry was the one who held him. No
matter. They were close and Harry’s face and lips pressed against his face, then his neck, then
his shoulders and chest, his hands stroked over his chest and arms. Harry rubbed against his
side and his coils moved around him, stroking against him and keeping him close. Harry was
cooing and hissing in a way that Voldemort equalled to a cat purring. His movements were
getting slightly more frenzied by the minute.

“Ssso deliciousss,” Harry hissed. “The ssscent, the sssound of my mate coming unravelled.
My mate.” Lips pushed against the skin beneath Voldemort ear, making him shiver. “More of
that, my mate.”

Voldemort wanted nothing more than to give in to the touch and the pleasure and float, but
Harry was so very different from his normal self, and this was an experiment. He couldn’t
just let things be and consequences be damned. Because he didn’t actually know the possible
consequences, neither physical nor mental.

Not only was Harry now extremely tactile when he usually only tolerated the barest touch
outside special circumstances, but the fact that he laid an obvious claim on Voldemort, as his
mate, was also unusual. They often used the term ‘husband mine’ on each other, but this felt
like Harry considered it more than a simple term, this was a title, a promise. Harry the Naga
was truly staking claim on Voldemort, and while Voldemort had no immediate problem with
that, he didn’t know how that affected Harry, in this form or any other, now or later. And he
needed to know that Harry was aware enough to at the very least know what he was doing.



Harry also sounded, and acted, younger right now. Or maybe it was more correct to say he
sounded and acted less troubled, less burdened with trauma and a bloody past. All this
combined forced Voldemort to stretch out a hand and put it against Harry’s face to catch his
gaze. Harry’s pupils were so blown they were round.

“Harry, what are the five runes of the Elder Futhark, beginning with sowilo?”

Harry hissed at him, this time it was a sound of irritation. He had heard it often enough from
Nagini. He felt his abdomen tighten and tingle. That sound really should not lead to that
response in him.

“You are behaving very unlike yourself, and this is an experiment, we need to understand
how this impacts you; how it will impact both of us. And if you are too far gone mentally to
compute facts or recall what is occurring, then the experiment will be unsuccessful. So, Elder
Futhark from sowilo.”

Harry gazed at him for a long moment. “I am fine …” he said slowly, minimal hiss in his
words. “I recognise that I do not act as I normally do. Part of it is my Naga personality that
holds less on to trauma than my more human one.” His words were still slow and carefully
chosen. “Nagas are more like animals that way. What is done is done, and in the past; I
survived. It will hamper the future if my mind holds on to it. It is freeing, as I believe I told
you once before.

“The rest of it is instincts; the fact that I not only have found my mate, but that I hold you
now. Your ssscent isss on me. It isss heavenly. Mine.” He slipped and hissed in the last bit.
“Sowilo. Tiwas. Berkanan. Ehwas. Mannaz. And thank you, my mate, for checking in on me,
yet again, but I believe we are both sssafe for now. I only wisssh to ssstake my claim, it
ssshould not change anything in our everyday life.”

“So, stop interrupting your enjoyment?” Voldemort hummed with mirth at the put-upon look
Harry gave him after his words. He believed there was a chance that Naga-Harry was as
possessive as Voldemort usually was. It was a strangely pleasing thought.

Harry pushed his face against Voldemort’s neck and began kissing the soft skin while his
coils moved around him, stroking him, and Harry’s hands caressed his face, arms and chest.

“I want more,” Harry hissed. “More of your ssscent on me. You desssire me. You are not
allowed to forget that.”

Yes, most certainly possessive, and jealous of Voldemort’s attentions, too. He could
absolutely live with the thought of that. Voldemort moaned at his words and arched into his
touch, unable to stop himself, unable to even want to stop.

“You do not give me much choice in that regard,” Voldemort assured him huskily. “You are
very desirable, my own.”

“Good,” Harry purred against his ear. “Mine.” The last words had been spoken in
Parseltongue and Voldemort shuddered and gasped at the word and the meaning. If he was



Harry’s, then Harry had to be his too. He was beginning to believe that Harry meant that, at
least in this shape.

Harry’s coils stroked against his torso, his thighs, went around and between his legs and
generally made him feel lightheaded with the pleasure of it. He was already getting hard
again and moaned when he felt Harry’s hands in his hair and his lips pressed hard against his
throat. He could feel Harry’s fangs through his lips and that made him arch again and gasp
and then he spasmed in Harry’s grip and came, held close against his husband, his mate.
Marking him with his cum, his scent, just as Harry wanted, if he understood everything right.
Given Harry’s hiss of pleasure, he thought he did.

Harry was moving against him again, rubbing, stroking, nuzzling his neck, pulling at his hair,
getting increasingly frenetic. Voldemort began stroking his face and body, his torso and the
upper part of his tail, to try and give something back, some relief, because he realised that he
didn’t know how he could give the right kind of pleasure to give release to his husband right
now. He stroked a hand down Harry’s tail as far as he could reach and then up again, only to
feel the scales give a bit and he found a slit in the middle of the tail, a little below where
Harry’s crotch would be when he was human. Harry gasped and mewled against Voldemort’s
neck when his fingers brushed the slit the second time. He buried his hands in Voldemort’s
hair and pulled and pushed him with his tail, so Voldemort ended up on top.

“I am so sorry, my own, we said no kind of penetration and I believe that slit to be connected
to your reproductive organs.” He was quite certain that it was, and even if he now felt slick
coming from the slit, he was not about to cross any limits. Voldemort continued to stroke
down Harry’s side and his tail, seeing if anything seemed better than anything else.

Harry whimpered, arched up into him, rubbed his face against his shoulder and then bent his
head back and a bit to the side, exposing his neck to Voldemort. A startlingly submissive
gesture, given how aggressive Harry had been so far.

“Pleassse, bite me,” he whimpered. “Pleassse, mark me.”

Voldemort bowed his head and brushed his mouth against the spot where Harry’s neck met
his shoulder and the whole of Harry’s body spasmed, his arms tightened, and a hand pushed
Voldemort’s head harder down towards Harry’s neck. Harry squirmed under him.

“Mark me, pleassse!” he begged and panted. Impossible to resist, even if he had wanted to.

Voldemort opened his mouth and set his teeth carefully into Harry’s flesh. Harry squirmed
harder and hugged him tighter.

“Yesss. Pleassse.”

Slowly Voldemort put more pressure in his bite and felt how Harry got more and more
excited, heard how his words became whimpers and moans and then only hissing while his
tail lashed against Voldemort and on the floor. Harry held him tight, so Voldemort wouldn’t
be inadvertently thrown off him. Then Voldemort reached a point, just as he began to worry if
he would break skin, and Harry mewled and hissed and spasmed underneath him and almost
crushed him in his inhumanly strong grip.



Voldemort gave his husband, his mate, a few moments to calm down again, because he was
quite certain that Harry had reached a peak. Harry let up on the grip around him, just a bit,
and Voldemort licked the spot he had bitten. Harry whimpered and shivered and panted
before he slowly melted under Voldemort’s slow ministrations and lay still.

Voldemort didn’t stop giving that spot attention before Harry’s grip loosened completely and
Voldemort could lay down beside him instead of on top of him. The mark on Harry’s throat
was red and it would no doubt bruise. And damn, if seeing the mark didn’t make Voldemort
aroused yet again. It felt a bit unreal, how much he liked seeing that mark on his husband, his
mate. But then, Harry had literally begged him to mark him.

“In case you were wondering, that, right there,” Harry showed off his throat again and
continued in a hoarse whisper, “is one of my buttons.” He snuggled close to Voldemort and
Voldemort hugged him towards his chest and let a hand stroke slowly down his back, even as
his cock was hardening between them. He could feel Harry smirk against his shoulder and
remembered that Harry more or less had demanded that Voldemort should desire him, so
Harry obviously had no trouble with Voldemort’s arousal. After all, being aroused did not
equate doing anything about it.

Voldemort thought a bit about Harry’s confession.

“Is being bitten your button, or being marked or the pain?” Voldemort asked.

“All of the above?” Voldemort could feel Harry’s smile before Harry kissed his neck. “Why
choose? But it requires the right situation and person, as well as a sense of security. You are
my mate, so you are safe.”

“How much will that change when you are not a Naga?” Voldemort asked curiously.

“Not enough to truly matter, I believe, but when I’m human-ish, wait till I ask you before you
do it again. That is, if you want to do it again at all?”

Voldemort stroked the mark and Harry shivered in his arms and gave a small moan making
even more blood rush downwards.

“I think I would like that, very much.”

“Oh, good.” Harry breathed deeply. “I’m calmer again now, somehow. That’s good. That,
what just happened, was one of the reasons I haven’t been a Naga anywhere close to you
before now, after that first time. The two times I did shift I could feel the pull of the mating
instincts, they were … incredibly strong, and as I didn’t know exactly what the instincts
wanted …” He swallowed. “I couldn’t get myself to accept that, to just try, before now.”

“Because I now feel safe enough to take such a risk with?”

“Yes, very much so. But also, if something goes awry in my brain now and I decide that I
don’t want to change back, Hermi will be here tomorrow, and she knows the dangers of being
a Naga. Not in connection to mating, but the more general dangers. She has dragged me back
a time or two, when I have given in.”



“Please, explain, my own. What dangers?” Voldemort could feel a dread claw in his chest.
What had Harry done, what had Harry let Voldemort do, without warning him about known
dangers?!

“I told you earlier; it’s easier, quieter, to be a Naga. The world is less painful, even if I still
hold all my memories; the feelings are less extreme, less soul-destroying. It is a lure I so far
have managed to keep away from, not constantly, as I have spent periods of time as Naga, but
I have avoided retreating into this shape, and remain like this. Mix that with the Naga mating
instinct and I didn’t know how I would react, long term; if I would find the will to change
back.”

“And you are of the opinion that Miss Granger is able to compel you to change back, if you
should not find the will yourself?” Voldemort asked quietly, the dread on the retreat now. He
didn’t like what he was hearing, but Harry had made sure to be safe, even if he hadn’t
informed Voldemort of the danger.

“Without a doubt, and it’s just Granger, at least until she invites you to use Hermi. Not Miss
Granger and not Hermione, she will allow Hermione Granger when introducing herself and
signing documents, but only then. I’m one of a handful of people that won’t get cursed for
calling her Hermione, but I try very hard not to do it. The name grates on her nerves now, as I
assume Tom grates on yours, so please try and avoid it.”

Voldemort could feel his teeth ache and his fury snap just by Harry mentioning that hated
name, so he nodded.

“I will bear in mind to use simply Granger on your friend,” he assured.

“My family, that’s what she is,” Harry said in a low voice before bowing his head and
hunching his shoulders as if preparing for a blow. Physical or mental, Voldemort couldn’t
know.

“Very well, your family.” Voldemort couldn’t, wouldn’t, refuse him that. He put his lips to
Harry’s temple and then he touched that marked spot on his throat again, almost
involuntarily, and felt Harry shiver against him, this time with a small mewling sound while
he tried to bury his face against Voldemort’s neck.

“But, my own, please consider informing me about such perils before you risk them, even if
you already have your plans and your safety-net. Even if I cannot do anything, I would prefer
to know about the risk.”

“I will do my best to remember that, mate.”

“Do you want me to clean you up?” Harry’s green scales and pale skin were flecked with
white cum.

“No!” it was a hissing growl, then he froze for a moment. “Hmm, sorry about that. I meant to
say that the scent of you on me is something I want. I will remove it when I’m ready to be
human again.”



“I gathered as much,” Voldemort chuckled, caressing Harry’s back, stroking his tail and
carding through his hair. Harry pressed closer to him, tightened his coils and hissed in
pleasure. After a few minutes he began moving, and because of the way he moved,
Voldemort could very easily guess what he wanted. He was purposely rubbing against
Voldemort’s stomach, with his cock pressed between them.

“You are an insatiable little thing, are you not?” The words were out of his mouth before he
could think. Apparently, a lot of good sex removed all his filters and he almost expected
Harry to take offence at the words or the overly affectionate tone, especially the word ‘little’.
He truly hadn’t been thinking clearly.

“I’m bigger than you, by a lot,” Harry murmured against his neck, and the next moment
Voldemort found himself completely encircled by Harry, he didn’t touch the bed at all. “But
insatiable, yes, yes, I am, my mate. I can smell your lust, mate, your desire for me.” Harry’s
tongue flicked out, tasting the air. Harry’s coils were moving around him, stroking his bare
skin, holding him. When a thinner part of his tail came between them, directly over his cock,
Voldemort only had a moment to register the wonderful feeling before pleasure ripped
through him again, almost painful in its intensity.

That he was able to reach orgasm several times in fast succession, didn’t mean it was entirely
comfortable after a certain number of orgasms. Harry didn’t stop moving, neither tail nor
hands, and the pleasure got prolonged until Voldemort was panting and wrung out.

He touched the mark on Harry’s throat in retaliation and Harry hissed, threw his head back to
expose his neck, and dragged Voldemort on top of him again, holding him tight while
trashing and mewling beneath him. Voldemort took the silent invitation, if it could be called
silent, and bit down right on the mark. Harry spasmed underneath him and Voldemort
wondered if that spot simply was that sensitive or if something about Harry bringing
Voldemort to his own release almost brought Harry to the same state, and that he then only
needed a small push to go over the edge.

They lay cuddled together, quiet, for a long while after that. Harry slowly uncoiled from
around Voldemort, so Voldemort was able to tuck Harry against him, but Harry’s tail still lay
draped over them, barely moving now and again. Voldemort thought Harry dozed off and he
kept him close, but curiosity finally drove him to try to wriggle out and away from Harry.

Harry startled awake with a hiss.

“Apologies, my own,” Voldemort whispered, “I wanted to look something up. Go back to
sleep.” He managed to leave the bed and had gone about five steps when he heard the sound
of coils on the floor behind him and turned to look at the tired Naga following him. He raised
an eyebrow, but Harry didn’t react to it, and so Voldemort continued into his own rooms,
Harry following dazedly and without a word or an explanation.

Voldemort cast a cleaning and refreshing charm on himself before getting dressed in a heavy
dark grey robe. The cold tended to make itself known this time of the year, even inside. First
when he sat down in his study, after having picked several books from his shelves, did he
figure out what Harry wanted, when the Naga curled up on the carpet in front of the roaring
fire and seemingly fell asleep again. Voldemort believed it was him, rather than the fire, that



had made Harry choose that place to sleep. Maybe Nagas didn’t like being alone? Or maybe
mated Nagas didn’t like being away from their mate? Or maybe that was just newly mated
Nagas? It was hard to know without research and experimentation, but at least his books
would give him the answer to some of the questions he had gotten this evening.

He flipped the first book open to the right page and began reading, even if he, strictly
speaking, did remember all the information on the page. He simply wanted to reaffirm the
information now that he had real life experience with it, against all odds. He shuddered in
remembered pleasure. He had never imagined something like this, even after that first time
Naga-Harry had called him his mate. He wondered if there was something he should or
shouldn’t do now, in regard to his mate …

He had a mate, not just a husband, when he a year ago never had considered either, never had
wanted either. A mate, and what a mate!

All the information he had on Nagas wouldn’t fill a whole book, it would in fact hardly fill
half a book, but he read it all, again. Then he spent some time watching Harry sleep on his
own coils, the fire making his scales glimmer enticingly. And then he read parts of the
information again, and waited until a time where it would be decent to wake Harry.

He noticed that Harry didn’t as much as twitch while he slept, much less scream himself
awake. And he worried that being a Naga truly was easy on him, too easy. He liked Harry in
this shape, exceedingly so, and Harry would be his husband and mate no matter his shape,
but it couldn’t actually be healthy to stay in another shape like that. Not in long periods of
time. It would hardly solve anything, not truly.

Finally, it got close to the time where Harry often woke up on his own, if he had used
Dreamless Sleep and slept through the night. It also was getting close to the time Granger
would arrive. Voldemort got up and went to kneel next to the enormous bundle of coils that
was Harry. He decided against trying to wake him by touching him, even if he wasn’t having
a nightmare.

“Harry, wake up,” Voldemort said in a low and silky voice. “Time to wake. Granger will be
here in a few hours, and you are still a Naga.”

Harry moved fast, far too fast for Voldemort to react, and suddenly he was trapped in
gleaming green coils, face to face with a half awake and blinking Naga. Harry yawned,
exposing his fangs right in front of Voldemort’s face, and continued to blink at him, his pupils
just slits in his glowing green eyes. Voldemort wondered if it was a sign of insanity that he
wasn’t the least bit worried right now, or if it was a sign of unwavering trust in the being that
called him mate. No matter the answer, he was not worried, even if he recognised that he was
trapped and that he would have a hard time getting free, or even getting to his wand.

“Mate?” Harry asked groggily.

“Yes, my own, I am sorry to wake you, but your visitor will be here soon, and I wanted us to
talk before you went to get ready.”



Harry curled up in front of the fire again, with Voldemort partially trapped in his coils next to
him.

“What did you want to talk about?” Harry asked, still a bit tired, but coherent enough.

“How do you feel, in general and in relation to last night?”

“Fine, on both accounts.” He hesitated. “Happy, even. I don’t have to avoid being a Naga
around you anymore now, because I know what to expect and that it’s alright. Unless you
don’t agree, of course.” He frowned and focused on Voldemort’s face. “You seemed to enjoy
it, though, even if my behaviour did worry you a bit. You smelled …” His tongue darted out
of his mouth and he made a hissing sound of pleasure.

Apparently, Voldemort still smelled good to him.

“I enjoyed myself very much, make no mistake about that, and I would not object to
experiencing this again. At the same time, I do indeed worry about the change in your
behaviour. Not for a night, or even a day or two, now and again, but being so very unlike
yourself for longer periods of time … That thought worries me deeply.”

Harry curled into him, and Voldemort put an arm around him, tugging him even closer. “I do
take care, just so you know. I am as careful as I know how and I will never change shape with
the intention of not changing back, no matter how … liberating it can be to have this shape
instead of my human one. But now, with Hermi back in my life, you have someone to ask if I
should … get a bit lost. You don’t even have to ask, really, just send her a message and tell
her that I am a Naga and that I refuse to change back. She will set me straight in no time.”

“You are completely certain about that?”

“Absolutely.”

“Very well. Then I will not worry anymore. The next issue I wanted to talk to you about was
this.” Voldemort carefully touched the mark on Harry’s neck and Harry shivered, whimpered
and pressed himself closer, tail tightening his grip. “That in combination with the fact that
you wanted me to scent-mark you, while you only rubbed against me in return. My scent and
mark on you are a much stronger claim, I believe, than your scent on me. I do not know how
much that matters to you, as opposed to a born Naga, but the information I have on Nagas
…”

“It probably means what you think it means, mate,” Harry interjected, sounding very matter
of fact. He didn’t sound resigned, or frustrated or scared. For him it seemed the situation was
just a fact, and, at least as a Naga, he held no objections. Voldemort noted this and then
continued, to be absolutely certain that they had the same facts.

“So, in our relationship you would be the submissive one,” Voldemort said, and got no
sudden hostile reaction from his husband, his mate. “Interesting, and not my first impression
last night.”



“In my defence, I was getting to be close to my mate for the very first time. I might have
gotten a bit overeager, but I heard no complaints.”

“And neither will you hear them, now or later.” Voldemort kissed his hair and Harry made a
happy sound. His Harry. His mate. His.

Voldemort doubted that he actually could be too possessive of Harry when Harry was in his
Naga shape. Three different written sources, now in addition to his own experience with
Harry, confirmed that submissive Nagas - while easily as big and strong as dominant Nagas,
and just as aggressive when needed - thrived on connection and physical contact with their
chosen mate. A need to know they were claimed by their mate, and to know that they were
wanted and desired by that individual, was a big part of their natural instinct. And being
turned away or not feeling desired enough by that individual was detrimental to both their
mental and physical health. Even if Voldemort had read about this fact several times before
last night, he had had great trouble believing it would be relevant to Harry. Both because
Harry wasn’t a born Naga and because of Harry’s regular personality.

Now it seemed it was very much relevant.

“I can’t even really phantom wanting it any other way, right now,” Harry said after a little
while, “but I’m aware enough to warn you that this will not translate to our everyday life.
And I … don’t even want to think this, much less say it, but use the word ‘little’ on me when
I have legs,” his voice got lower and lower until it was just a whisper he was forcing out, “or
just that tone of voice, and you will most likely get a fist in your face.”

Voldemort hugged him because it felt right to do so. “It was an unfortunate slip, and I was
genuinely surprised that you did not react badly there and then. It will not occur again.”

“When I am not a Naga,” Harry stated.

Voldemort took that to mean that he didn’t actually mind when he was a Naga. He also
noticed that while he really did like the feel of Harry’s skin and tail under his hands, he did
not get aroused like he had the night before. It might not have been only Harry that had been
affected by their first time in close proximity.

“One more thing then. Do you happen to know if my books are accurate in that the
submissive is the one who gets with child, and that gender is of no concern?”

“I have never read anything to tell me otherwise, no. As far as I know, all genders have the
right organs to both sire and carry children. I have read a couple of accounts where the
dominant in the relationship chose to carry because of extenuating circumstances. Not that
either is a problem for us, as humans and Nagas cannot reproduce.”

Voldemort hesitated, as he could easily predict Harry’s reaction to Voldemort’s next words. “I
am not completely human and what part of me that is not human is serpentine. As you are
very much opposed to carrying children, and you actually are able to carry children in this
shape without any potion to make it happen, I would much prefer for us to be certain that I
absolutely cannot get you pregnant.”



Harry had stiffened at his first words, just as Voldemort had guessed he would, and then he
got more and more rigid in Voldemort’s arms the more he spoke. At the last word Harry
began to tremble and Voldemort realised that it wasn’t just that Harry had no wish to get
pregnant, or that he abhorred the thought for one reason or another, he was genuinely terrified
of the idea. Even in this shape with less stress and trauma close to the surface, Harry was
terrified.

Voldemort kissed his brow and hair, hugged him close and stroked his back in slow strokes.
He knew with certainty now that there was a story there, and not a pleasant one, but he also
knew that he wouldn’t ask about it. Not now, and maybe not ever.

“It will not happen, my own. Relax, I will not let it happen. That is the reason I brought it up,
to be sure it will not happen. I will not let it happen.”

It took several long and tense minutes before Harry slowly began to relax again and even
longer before he was completely calm. He bent his neck to the side and Voldemort carefully
kissed the mark on his neck and let his lips rest there, checking that Harry’s pulse truly had
calmed down again.

“I believe it may possibly be time for you to change back and prepare for your guest,”
Voldemort said in a low voice. It was better than trying to continue this conversation right
now.

Harry nodded without a word and let Voldemort out of his coils, before grabbing for his hand
before Voldemort could move away.

“Could I borrow you for a few moments more?” Harry whispered, holding onto his hand with
both of his without looking at his face.

“You may.” He paused. “What can I do?”

Harry swallowed. “Just … don’t … don’t let me go right now, maybe?”

Voldemort put his hand on top of Harry’s and gripped them. Harry nodded, took a deep
breath, and another, while his gaze was locked onto their hands. Then, from one moment to
the next, he changed shape back to his usual self. For a few moments they simply sat there,
on the rug in front of the fire, their hands intertwined, then Harry took a shaky breath and
removed his hands from around Voldemort’s. He was again dressed in a thin pair of trousers.

“Thanks,” Harry said hoarsely. “I really didn’t want to do that. Not because of the instincts,
luckily, just because … just because things are generally easier …” He swallowed. “So,
thanks. I got to go clean up. Have you eaten?”

“I have only had a cup of tea so far. If you wish to take a shower, I will inform Dobby to set a
breakfast table for us in our library?”

Harry nodded and got up. “I want a breakfast room with lots of big windows. Or maybe an
orangery in our own wing. What do you think?”



Voldemort got up. “I think I would like both, for the sake of variation.”

Harry gave him a small smile. “Good point. I like the way you think. See you in a bit.”
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They stood outside the wards of Malfoy Manor, right outside the gate. Harry had told
Hermione via owl to meet them there and that Astoria most likely would key her into the
wards during the day, so she could come and go from the one room in the Manor where it
was allowed. Because after today there was a very good chance that Hermione Granger
would be a frequent guest at the Manor, or so Harry hoped with every fibre of his being. The
hope burned in his blood and pounded so hard in his chest that it was hard to breathe
normally.

Despite his distraction, Harry did notice Voldemort’s unusually stiff posture next to him, and
the man was usually quite stiff. Now he stood dressed in a fine robe in so dark a green it was
almost black and with his hands behind his back, his back straight, shoulders thrown back,
and jaws locked so tight Harry wouldn’t be surprised if it hurt. His hair hung loose around his
face and even though the ground was frozen, he didn’t have anything on his feet, as usual.

“Want to tell me what’s wrong?” Harry asked without looking directly at him.

No answer came.

“Because right now I’m beginning to get worried that you will curse Hermi before she gets to
say as much as hello. Whatever you are thinking can’t be that bad.”

A long silence, but more considering this time. Harry was almost tempted to see if Voldemort
would react if Harry opened his mind door now. But even if Harry was more alright with
having the doors open again than he had been in the past few weeks, right now his mind and
his feelings were in such a chaos that he didn’t want to share it, and it probably wouldn’t be
helpful for either of them.

“Granger is your closest friend, your family,” Voldemort began in a low voice and stopped.

“She is,” Harry affirmed when Voldemort didn’t continue.

“I … ponder if introducing her into your life, our lives, will break the … truce … between
us.”

Harry could honestly say that he had never heard Voldemort this hesitant, and he hadn’t
believed that he ever would hear the man this hesitant, either. Before he could say anything,
Voldemort continued.

“Not the actual truce in our society, of course, but between the two of us. The personal truce
that I, in truth, had not expected to reach, or even to want.”



“I see …” Harry began, when Voldemort seemed to have said all he wanted for the moment.
“Why would I, or she, want to break that truce, when I assume that that truce plays a big part
in me being allowed to actually have a life and make my own decisions?”

A long silence this time before Voldemort huffed. “Harry, you may perhaps not believe me,
but I was not, at any point after the idea of marriage had occurred to me, going to keep you a
prisoner. Keep you with higher personal security than you now have, certainly, as I did not
imagine you would ever be willing to stay of your own accord. Keep you with more rules
than you now have and would have preferred, most definitely, as I saw no reason to believe
that we ever would reach any kind of agreement. But a literal prisoner? No, that was never a
part of my plan. The truce, our personal truce, is not … essential … to your way of life.” The
uncertainty was back. It was strange hearing it from someone that in general was so very sure
of themselves, their goals, and their methods.

“Alright. Thank you for telling me, but that doesn’t actually change anything, the way I see
it. The truce, or more to the point, the relationship, we have; it works. I assume for the both
of us, going off your words.

“I won’t say that it hasn’t been difficult at times, nor that I don’t expect some challenges in
the future too, but honestly … most of the problems have to do with our very, very
problematic history, with memories and trauma, and not with anything that has happened
since we got married. Sometimes it’s more difficult to keep the memories and the feelings
that accompany them away. And there is a bloody mountain of those memories, Voldemort, a
mountain that I most days don’t even look at, don’t dare look at, because I agree, the truce we
have between us is … good, surprisingly good, and those memories will fuck it all up.”

Harry turned towards Voldemort and looked at him until the man turned his head and looked
back at him. Green eyes met and held red.

“Hermi will not even try to destroy the truce we have, because the life I have now is better
than even she dared hoped it could be. And because I will tell her to back the fuck off if she
tries.”

Voldemort raised an eyebrow.

“You are not the only one who did neither expect to reach a truce, nor expect to want such a
truce, but that likes the result anyway,” Harry said.

Voldemort bowed his head in acquiescence.

There was a long silence again before Voldemort said:

“Thank you for your explanation, your candour, and your reassurance. It is appreciated.”

“You are very welcome, husband mine.”

A crack rent the air and Harry whipped around to see a slight figure some way down the lane
that led to the gates. She was dressed in black jeans, a thick sweater, and black knee-high
boots. She had two big bags over her shoulders and stood there in the early afternoon light,



on the first day of the year, frost glittering on the ground around her. Harry swore he could
feel his heart falter for a moment before it thundered in his chest so hard, he could taste iron
in his mouth. The world spun around him.

“Hermi?”

“Harry! The Shakespeare Code!” Her voice was hoarse but loud and clear enough, and not
accompanied by any sound of pain or discomfort. She truly had healed from the curse. She
had told him so in their letters, of course, but it was something else to hear it himself.

The shout felt like a jolt that went straight through him and he began running.

“Vincent and the Doctor, you plebeian! Hermi!”

“Harry!” The incandescent joy in her well-known and cherished voice made tears sting in
his eyes as he saw her toss the bags off her shoulders and sprint right at him.

They collided in the middle of the lane, and he grabbed her and held her tight at the same
time she crushed him against her and sobbed into his chest. Her arms shook, her chest
heaved, and she couldn’t speak for sobs, and Harry had never been happier to see her, never
been happier to hold her, never been happier knowing she was alive and safe and with him.

He had never been happier at all.

Even as tears ran down his face and he cried so hard he could hardly breathe, much less
speak.

He was so, so happy.

She was hugging him too hard now, desperate, and it wasn’t just sobs that made it hard to
breathe anymore. He tapped her back lightly with his hand, twice, and she let up a bit so he
could draw a breath.

“Hermi, I have missed you so much. So very much!”

“I missed you. I missed you. I missed you!” she sobbed. “Don’t you dare do something like
that again!”

Harry snorted. “That would be very hard to do anyway, Hermi, as a divorce is out of the
question, and so is becoming a widower. So no, I will not get married and leave you behind
again. Promise.”

She hit his shoulder lightly and buried her face against his chest, her curls tickling his face
and her arms threatening to crush him again.

“Have you done anything but working out, Hermi?” he pretended to wheeze, it was mostly
pretend anyway. “I swear you are made of pure steel now.”

“I was immensely bored, Harry, of course I have been working out. Even I can’t read all the
time. Should be faster than you now, too.”



Harry made a non-committal sound. “I will believe it when I see it. I have been running, too.”

Hermione huffed and Harry placed his hands around her face and held her out from his chest
so he could see her face. The right side was marked after the cutting curse ball and the left
was marked after the curse that took her sight and made black lines frame that side of her
face and throat. He knew the shape of her face with both his eyes and his fingertips, every
line, every scar, every bump. And he had missed it, every single one. Her warm brown eye
stared back at him, hungrily, doing its best to reacquaint her with his face.

“We are still here, Hermi, still here, still alive,” he whispered and brought her into another
hard, desperate hug.

“Yeah, still here, still alive,” she murmured.

Neither of them mentioned that so many others were not. Neither of them mentioned the
friends, the family, and the allies they had lost. But Harry was sure that they both thought
about it, in that one moment before they had to let the thought go. So they could continue to
live, continue to stay alive, and not drown in memories and grief.

Hermione leaned back to look at him again and tugged a hand through his hair.

“I still say you look better with a beard,” she said.

“I agree. I’m growing out my hair so I can get it a bit under control and then the plan is to
grow my beard out, too. Just a small beard. I’m going for a look.”

“A look, you, really?”

“The one I had before Godric’s Hollow, I kind of liked it.”

She hummed. “Yes, that did suit you.” Then she rolled her one good eye. “I can hit you with
a hair growing charm, you know. Or bring a potion next time, if you prefer, and then fix your
hair for you. If you wish.” She frowned and let her gaze go over his shoulder, towards where
Voldemort stood, before she looked at him again.

If you are allowed? she mouthed.

He smiled at her. “That sounds great. I will go for the potion, though. Thanks.” He wiped at
his wet face. “So, what the hell happened to your hair?”

“I wish I knew!” she exclaimed and ran a hand through her wild curls, not letting go of him
with the other arm. “One week after I was released from St. Mungo’s, I woke up and …
poof!”

“Yeah, I can see that. Poof.” Harry nodded. Hermione’s hair had always been big and bushy,
now it was, if possible, even wilder. It was a fall of pitch-black corkscrew curls that stood
like a cloud around her face before it fell down to the middle of her back, probably longer
than it had ever been before. Four white streaks were in the mass of curls, two from the top of
her forehead and two from further down, right over her ears.



“It’s like magic or something,” he said with a snort.

He fully expected the hand that went to hit his shoulder, as well as the exasperated sound she
made, and then the grimace she gave him. He knew her, knew her face, her mannerisms, her
voice. He knew her magic. He knew her. He had missed her. He loved her so much. And now
she was back in his life, and he would never, ever let her go again. He didn’t think he would
survive a second time. The pain of missing her had been so immense that he had refused to
think about it, about her, most days, before he began to write to her.

The security phrase they had said to each other when they saw each other had been
unnecessary, really. He would have known her from a line of identical clones on her magic
alone. As would she. But it had been half a year since they last saw each other properly, and
precautions were always better than regret.

“Want to go inside?” Harry asked.

“We can do that, after I greet your husband. Manners and stuff, you know.”

They turned to walk hand in hand up towards the gates and Voldemort who waited for them.
Hermione’s luggage floated in the air behind them.

Voldemort had made his face a mask, but it was quite a pleasant mask, and he didn’t scowl.
Harry didn’t give it even a thought that Voldemort had been a witness to their reunion. He
had seen Harry fall to pieces enough times for Harry to not find it embarrassing. Besides,
there had been enough distance between the three of them to make it hard to make out words
and facial expressions.

“Yeah, because you are known for those,” Harry murmured.

“Oh, that reminds me.” She poked him hard in the shoulder, while they continued to walk.

He looked from the finger she was poking him with, to her face and down again.

“Ow?” he asked. “What did I do?”

“Susan managed to badger me into giving her a promise that I would reprimand you properly
for using Fiendfyre around civilians.”

“That was months ago!” Harry protested. “No one got hurt because I do actually know what
I’m doing!”

She pressed her finger harder. He was certain it would bruise.

“Fine, fine, consider me reprimanded. You may tell that to Susan. I will never do it again,
unless I think it is the best solution.”

Hermione grinned and removed her finger. She had never expected anything more from him,
because she knew him better than that. He rubbed the spot.



“Merlin, I didn’t think she would actually go through with it and tell you!” he muttered. “She
must have been really annoyed.”

“Close to incensed, which was why I gave her my word to censure you, so she wouldn’t go
after you like an angry badger.”

Harry shuddered at the thought, and it wasn’t all pretence either.

They had stopped in front of Voldemort. Voldemort raised an eyebrow.

“Do I even want to know?” he asked.

“In most cases, probably not,” Harry grinned at him. “Well, you two know who the other is,
so I’m not certain actual introductions are the right thing here.”

Hermione shrugged and met Voldemort’s gaze. “You may call me Granger, for the time
being.” She went to continue, then stopped and closed her mouth. Then opened her mouth
again, but stopped and closed it. She frowned. “Would you look at that, I actually do have
impulse control when I want to.”

Voldemort looked questioningly at Harry, curious as always.

“Absolutely not,” Harry shook his head. It was far too easy for him to guess what kind of
words had gone through Hermione’s head and had actually been filtered out before they
reached her mouth. This was Voldemort after all, right in front of her.

“I cannot think of a single thing that I might be willing to call you, and that you would
approve of,” Hermione admitted after a few seconds. “Do you have any suggestions?
Anything with Lord or the like is out, just so you know.”

“Hello to you too, Granger,” Voldemort said with obvious mirth, at least obvious to Harry. He
suspected that Hermione didn’t see the amusement in the taller man’s eyes, as she just
managed to halt a grimace. “I would not object to being called Slytherin by you, and as I am
the last of that line, it would not be inaccurate either. Would that suit?”

Hermione tilted her head and scrutinised Voldemort closely, then she looked at Harry and
back at Voldemort. She drew a deep breath and Harry knew that he probably wouldn’t like
what would come out of her mouth next, because Hermione didn’t quite like it either.

“You are not actually insane, are you?” she asked. “You are far too controlled for that. Why
put up that front for so long? Why …?”

Harry pressed the hand that he still held, and she cut off. Harry looked at Voldemort and
wondered how truthful he would be and what exactly he would want to keep from Hermione.
They hadn’t even talked about that.

Voldemort met Harry’s gaze in silent inquiry.

“I have told her very little in our letters,” Harry admitted, “and I believe I told her nothing
personal about you. We mostly kept it to general ideas, spells, books, runes, past events and



conversations, our daily life in general terms, that sort of thing, there is a lot that shouldn’t be
told in a letter.”

While Harry would never willingly lie to Hermione, he would be willing to keep Voldemort’s
own secrets from her, because of the personal truce between them and because private should
be allowed to stay private, and he now respected his husband enough not to spill his secrets.
And wasn’t that a really strange thought right now, standing beside Hermione that he used to
stand with against Voldemort … Harry suddenly realised that Voldemort’s worry that
Hermione would change their relationship might not have been too off the mark, even if she
wouldn’t do anything on purpose.

Well, he had promised Voldemort that it wouldn’t change anything and because he knew that
Hermione wouldn’t want to be the reason for a negative change in his life, he wouldn’t let it
become a problem. By not thinking about it at all, if necessary. He already had a very long
list of topics he did not think about. 

“I am not insane, any longer, Granger,” Voldemort said, “but I very much was insane, for an
extended period of time. It was never a front, unfortunately.”

“Oh.” Hermione looked at Harry, tears swimming in her one functioning eye again. She
blinked them away and looked back at Voldemort. “Should I assume that the change in your
mental status was what brought on the wish for peace through marriage?”

“You are welcome to assume that. Should we go inside?” He cut off any further possibility of
questioning by turning around before getting an answer and leading the way through the
gates and up the long drive up to the big front doors.

After the doors had closed behind them Voldemort turned towards them again.

“Harry, I presume that the two of you would like to keep to yourselves for some hours and
thus eat lunch on your own. But I would like to share tea with you. Either only the three of
us, or with Astoria and Draco.”

Voldemort looked at Harry and Harry looked at Hermione.

“If I’m going to drink tea with the Dark Lord, of all people, I might as well drink tea with
some bloody Death Eaters, too.” She shrugged and then frowned, looking at Harry. “Sorry,
my filter misfired. I have been practising, I promise.”

“You managed it with only one swear word, and that’s brilliant in and of itself.” He knew that
because she was talking about Voldemort and Death Eaters, the sentence should have been
positively riddled with profanities. Only one word was quite astonishing.

Hermione snorted. Harry knew that she would never apologise for her choice of words to
Voldemort, or anyone else in the house, as she didn’t care what they thought of her. But she
didn’t want to make any difficulties for Harry by continuing to talk as she usually did around
the new people in his life, including his husband.



“We will meet at the conservatory for tea, then,” Harry said to Voldemort, and set an alarm
with his wand to help him remember.

Voldemort nodded. “Feel free to show Granger whatever she wishes to see of the Manor and
the grounds. Only private rooms are out of bounds.”

“Kitchen,” Hermione promptly said and looked at Harry. “I have had a birthday; you owe me
a cake.”

“In that case, I have had a birthday too, so you owe me a cake also.”

“Excellent. Four cakes then,” Hermione agreed with a happy smile.

Voldemort blinked and looked lost before he looked at Harry with obvious confusion. Harry
opted to show some pity on the man.

“No, we are not actually that bad at maths. Every time either of us have a birthday, we bake
both of our favourite cakes,” Harry said. “Because both have had a birthday since we last saw
each other, we need to bake four cakes to cover both birthdays. It’s tradition. Even though,”
Harry looked at Hermione, “I did bake five cakes yesterday for Voldemort’s birthday, so I’m
pretty sure there is quite a bit left. Maybe we should eat those first and bake at another time.
If you are willing to share that is?” Harry looked at Voldemort. It was his cakes, after all.

“As if I can possibly eat them all by myself,” Voldemort said. “I am having a piece of the
meringue and berry cake after lunch, so do not finish that one off.”

Hermione narrowed her eyes. “Meringue and berries?” She looked at Harry. “Does your
husband and I share a favourite cake?”

“It … might seem so. As I said, I baked five because I didn’t know what he liked, and the
meringue and berry one seemed to suit him the most.” Harry looked at Voldemort who
nodded.

“He has good taste in cakes, that’s something, I guess.”

Harry put a hand over his eyes, but wasn’t able to hold back his grin.

“Yes, Hermi, good taste in cakes is important.” He removed his hand and looked at Hermione
with a small smile. “As we now have covered the cake issue, should we take a look at the
library first?”

“Yes, please! I need new sources! I have been trying to find an Extension Charm that will
work on our tent, as it is special in that it’s supposed to be put up and taken down. A trunk
would be easier to deal with, even if I would change its size now and again. Tents are too
different and it’s beginning to seem like those charms are a fucking trade secret!”

“See you later, husband mine!” Harry said over his shoulder with a smile at the man, as he
led Hermione away from Voldemort. He could feel Hermione stiffen at the words, but he
doubted Voldemort would notice.



“I will see you both later, Harry,” Voldemort said easily.
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They had gone down a couple of hallways before Harry spoke again, after casting a silencing
bubble that would follow them.

“I still use your old name in my head,” he admitted, knowing he sounded as guilty as he felt.

He seldom spoke her full name out loud, if he didn’t speak about her to someone who might
not recognise the name Hermi, or if he introduced her to someone. But no matter how often
he said Hermi out loud and reminded himself that she was Hermi and that she had made it
clear that Hermione was more or less dead to her, his mind didn’t want to give up the name of
the girl that had been his second human friend ever. Even if the powerful witch she had
become detested the name. It was well over a year ago now that Hermione had told him that
she didn’t at all feel like Hermione anymore, and that she would prefer him to always use
Hermi on her, like he mostly already had done at that point.

He should have gotten used to it by now.

She stopped, turned towards him, and took his face between her hands.

“Harry James Potter, I hereby grant you permission to use my old name in your own head as
much as you want. You are very good at not using it out loud and I don’t fucking care what
goes on in your head, as long I as don’t have to hear that bloody name.” She let him go and
nodded decisively at him before she continued to walk. “I don’t want to hear the name, but as
I’m not usually in your head, I don’t mind if you use it there. It’s the name of a silly, little girl
that believed everything would work out alright because she was one of the good guys and
the good guys always win.”

Harry grabbed her hand. “She was brilliant, Hermi, just a bit sheltered, as all children are
supposed to be.”

“Well, she was bloody wrong, wasn’t she!” she snapped, pain and hurt in her voice. He knew,
because she had told him, that it was more than just her blind faith as a child and young adult
that made her want to sever her connection to her former name, even some of her former self.
It went deeper than that, by far. It wasn’t only her former name she had a problem with. If it
had been, Harry wouldn’t have warned Voldemort against using ‘Miss’ on her.

“I don’t know, darling, I don’t think this truly is a situation where anyone actually won. I
believe everyone lost.”

Hermione leaned her head against his shoulder as they walked. Neither spoke until they
reached the library.



Harry checked for spells and charms and wards that might record anything of them being in
the library, while Hermione put up charms and wards to keep people out and make sure no
one and nothing could eavesdrop or see them or in any way observe them. Then they met in
the middle of the floor. Harry put his arms around her, and she hugged him hard in return. He
felt tears gather and fall from his eyes again and did nothing to prevent it. He could hear her
quiet sobs and sniffles, sometimes her shoulders trembled, and all he did was to stroke her
back and the back of her head with her wild hair.

It was possible they stood there for as much as an hour, just hugging each other and crying.
Just revelling in the fact that they were together again. Revelling in the fact that they were
alive, that they had done the impossible and survived the war. Both of them. Both of them
had survived and now nothing would come between them again. He knew that. She knew
that. Anyone who tried would get the nastiest surprise in a thousand years. Nothing would
come between them now. Nothing would tear them apart. Never again.

“I didn’t really believe that I would ever see you again,” Harry whispered in a thick voice and
buried his face in her hair. “I really, really didn’t believe it. It almost killed me.”

She hugged him harder and then let up. “I had to hope. I refused to lose hope. But Harry … it
was so bloody hard sometimes. So bloody hard to not despair. I will never let you go again!”

“Me neither.” He hugged her and kissed her head.

Hermione drew her wand, conjured a shaggy green carpet and several big pillows in muted
reds and blues, that she dragged Harry down on. She pretty much sat in his lap; face buried
against his chest. He just hugged her and stroked her and told her how very, very happy, how
very relieved he was that he now would have her in his life again. See her, talk to her, write to
her, touch her, hug her, laugh with her and fight with her. She told him the same, right back,
again and again. Until they both had cried themselves out and laid down on the big pillows,
snuggled as close as they ever had during long, nightmare ridden nights.

“Alright, now I’m ready to hear it,” Hermione said hoarsely after a long while in silence. She
didn’t move to get out of his embrace, so he didn’t even think about letting her go. “Which
plan did you go with, and how much do Snakefa … Slytherin’s new mental status have to do
with your choice?”

“His obvious sanity has everything to do with the plan I ended up with. Though, just so we
are absolutely clear, Hermi, he might be sane now, but that doesn’t mean he is necessarily
nice. On the other hand, he does undeniably keep his word when he gives it, at least to me.
And he has promised me that you will be safe as long as you don’t do anything too stupid, so
please, please don’t do anything too stupid.”

“I won’t. I won’t risk you like that,” she said without hesitation.

“Alright, good, thanks. So … I went with our first plan. I never got the chance to try anything
else, really, or maybe it’s more accurate to say that I never saw any reason to try anything
else, as he was sane and treated me … a lot better than either of us could ever have hoped,
even dreamed. It wasn’t easy, and it can still be problematic at times … and even now I have
to remind myself of the actual situation now and again, but that’s more because of trauma,



fear and my never-ending supply of suspicion. But the fact is, after we got married, he has
never done anything, on purpose, to threaten me, frighten me, harm me or hurt me. He has
made a mistake or two, but never anything on purpose.

“It took a long time for me to realise it and to believe it, and as I said, I still have trouble
remembering it sometimes, but I … I think, I believe, I’m actually safe, Hermi. I’m actually,
truly, safe, and I’m allowed to do pretty much whatever I feel like doing, if it doesn’t
compromise my safety. And that includes choosing which people I have in my life.”

Hermione was hugging the air out of him. “Harry, Harry, Harry …” she whispered. “Even if I
won’t ever like it, ever like the fact that you sold your bloody freedom for peace, I’m so
happy that you are able to have your own peace, and your own life, and that I can be a part of
it. I’m never letting you go. I will burn the whole of fucking Britain to the ground before I let
you go now, Morgana as my witness!”

“I know, Hermi, I know. Me too.” He hugged her back.

It took long minutes, but both was able to calm down again.

“So, incurring Stockholm’s Syndrome actually worked as a way to deal with the situation?”

Harry hesitated. “I know that was the bones of the first possible plan for my survival and
preferably life, and I know exactly how this will sound, but hear me out …”

“You don’t suffer from Stockholm’s Syndrome? When you are married to, and living with,
the man who killed your parents and the maniac that came close to annihilating all of magical
Europe?”

Harry flinched and Hermione hugged him hard again.

“Sorry, sorry, I’m so sorry, Harry. Misfiring filter again. I will shut up and let you talk.”

Harry let her hug him and tried to order his thoughts to get his point across, even knowing
she might have the right of it, even if he didn’t feel like she did.

“I don’t think it can be called Stockholm’s Syndrome when there hasn’t been any abuse and
when I willingly placed myself in his power, while I knew, or thought I knew, what that
would involve. Everything that’s bad and painful and that can be laid at Voldemort’s feet,
happened before the marriage, before he became sane.

“I have reason, good reason, to believe that if I had just dared to ask about leaving the Manor
earlier than I did, I would have been allowed to do so. If I had asked for your company
earlier, the answer would most likely have been yes. If I should ask Voldemort to move to a
smaller house with me on the other side of the estate, the chances he will say yes are very,
very good. If I tell him that I need some time where I only see him when it’s absolutely
necessary, he will accept that too. I think … I think I might actually have quite a bit of value
in his eyes. There have been mistakes and misunderstandings and miscommunications galore,
but nothing bad has intentionally been done towards me while I have been here. All my
problems with the situation have its source before the marriage. On this I swear.”



“I … alright, I see what you mean. If all you say is true … then yes, I can see how
Stockholm’s Syndrome might not be right. And you are still against blood purity politics and
all that rot?”

Harry withdrew a bit from her to look down into her face, and his affronted expression made
her smirk.

“Of course I am! What the actual fuck, Hermi!” he added, just to make it absolutely clear.

She giggled. “Alright, alright, stupid question.” She sobered. “May I … may I ask how many
topics you never talk about with anyone in this house, how many issues you never even think
about in fear of making the situation harder? Did you use the notebooks I sent you, the way I
told you to do?”

Harry gave a heavy sigh. She knew him too well. But at least she seemed to agree that he
hadn’t been abused into submission. But then again, part of their plan had been for him to be
meek enough not to have to be abused into a mindset that they had suspected Voldemort
would demand of him. It was good that Voldemort hadn’t demanded any meekness from
Harry, because Harry highly suspected he had little to none to give, and the plan would have
led to a fast failure.

“Yes, I have begun to use your therapy notebooks. Thank you for them, and the idea,” he
admitted in a low voice. “I think … I feel that … they might actually help. Not much yet, but
…”

“Feel free to tell me whatever you would like to speak about,” Hermione said. “It might be
even more of a relief than writing about it.”

So, Harry told her how enraged he still got every time he saw Malfoy Senior and Greyback.
He told her how weird he felt it was that he held no rage whatsoever against Astoria and
Draco, even if he knew Astoria personally had killed three of their allies and friends and been
behind schemes that had killed a lot more. He told her that he didn’t like to think about that,
or the fact that on his calm days, he didn’t even hate Voldemort anymore, because he knew
with absolute certainty that Voldemort had been completely and utterly insane when he did
all the horrible acts he had done. He didn’t like to think about it because he was afraid that it
meant that he truly was the traitor so many of their former allies claimed that he was. He was
afraid that he truly had betrayed everyone and everything he had spent his life fighting for.

Suddenly Hermione sat up and looked at the doors. The doors that now were trembling on
their hinges.

“I think someone wants to get in,” Harry said dryly, and they got up.

Hermione drew her wand and vanished all the pillows and the carpet and Harry removed the
locks and wards around the door. The doors slammed open, and Astoria’s gaze found him and
gave him an angry glare, her ice blue eyes filled with fire.

“Harry James Potter! You cannot just barricade yourself in here!” she announced and stalked
through the room towards a corner with a small table and two chairs, the table was filled with



parchments scrolls, quills and books. She glared at Harry all the while. “Not without any way
of making contact! You even set up wards against house elves, you … you dolt!” She
snatched up several rolls of parchment from the little table and waved them towards him.
“Now I’m late to a meeting! And it’s your fault!” She stalked towards the door again, blue
robe fluttering around her. “I hate you!” she hurled over her shoulder.

“I hate you too!” Harry called after her with a grin that almost split his face.

“Fuck off, Potter! And remember to eat something, lunch was an hour ago!” She slammed the
doors shut behind her.

Harry grinned so much it almost hurt his face and when he looked down at Hermione again,
she raised an eyebrow at him.

“You like her,” she accused mildly, without any heat whatsoever.

“More and more for every week that passes,” Harry admitted. “It’s incredibly hard not to like
Astoria Malfoy. Give her a chance and see for yourself. But damn, I have been three-named
twice in one day, that can’t be good.”

Hermione snickered. “So, what about lunch? She was right, we should eat something.”

“Right. Let me introduce you to an old friend. Dobby!”

Hermione and Dobby had a little reunion and while Hermione probably never would like the
fact that house elves were bound to families, she didn’t try to discuss it with either Dobby or
Harry right at that moment. That more than anything told Harry how very much she had
missed him.

Dobby made a delicious lunch for them and even brought them some cake afterwards and
then Harry and Hermione began to search through the library for books for an Extension
Charm that would work on their old tent. They were still doing that when Harry’s wand made
a chiming sound to remind them that they were supposed to drink tea with Voldemort,
Astoria and Draco.

Their tea table in the conservatory was set up as it usually was, but between Harry’s green
wingback chair and Astoria’s purple one, there was a new silver-grey chair that Hermione sat
down in when Harry gestured at it. She looked around in the conservatory, at the trees and
plants and the lights in the bushes before she looked back at the table and the people around
it.

“I apologise for my rather abrupt interruption of your time earlier today,” Astoria said and
handed Hermione a filled teacup, after giving one to Voldemort and Harry. “I was … stressed
and would usually never behave like that. I’m Astoria Malfoy and I’m very happy to meet
you under peaceful circumstances.”

“Hermione Granger, and I’m not good enough of a liar to try to say something similar to your
face, so I’m going with: I’m pleased I don’t have to fight you anymore.” She took the cup
from Astoria and checked it for anything nefarious with a silent and wandless spell, probably



without thinking. Astoria frowned, but didn’t say anything. The frown was gone before
Hermione looked at her again.

“However, I’m genuinely happy that Harry likes you, and that’s no lie,” Hermione concluded,
before looking at Draco and gave him a nod. “Malfoy.”

Draco toasted her with his teacup and smirked. “Not even going to try and say, ‘nice to meet
you’, Granger?”

“As I said, I’m not good enough of a liar. Or maybe I just don’t care enough to try. But if you
don’t disparage or harm me, I won’t kill you.”

“Hermi,” Harry said mildly while he doctored his tea.

“What? I said I would not kill him, how is that wrong?”

“We generally do not talk about killing people at tea. We wait until after-dinner drinks for
that kind of conversation. Even if it is about who we will not kill,” Voldemort stated.

“Huh.” Hermione blinked, then frowned and looked at Harry. “Did Slytherin … did he just
make a joke?”

Harry smiled at her. “It happens. But I think he just used up his quota for the week, so don’t
expect it to happen again any time soon.” Out of the corner of his eye Harry could see
Voldemort send a look skywards before drinking his tea.

“Fair enough, I guess,” Hermione said and served herself some of the meringue and berry
cake when Harry handed her the tray. “I can never get this bugger right,” she said and put a
forkful of cake in her mouth before closing her eyes in bliss and licked her lips. “Perfect,
Harry, as always.”

“Glad you approve.”

“If I may ask, what did you research when you barricaded yourself in the library?” Astoria
asked.

“Extension Charms, specifically one that can work on our old tent,” Harry answered, as
Hermione had her mouth full of cake. “The old charm got ripped apart and everything we
have tried so far has had some kind of serious drawback. I suspect Hermi has the right of it;
the exact charm that works on tents is probably a trade secret.” He looked at Hermione.
“Take some of the gold and buy a new one.”

“Why is this tent so important, you don’t have to live in hiding anymore?” Astoria asked. “I
know for a fact that you have your official pardon, Miss … Apologies, Granger,” she
corrected herself.

Harry noted that Voldemort must have told Astoria and Draco about Hermione’s abhorrence
towards the title ‘Miss’. He appreciated that, because he had completely forgotten to mention
it.



Hermione nodded at her, then she grimaced. “First, there is this.” She twirled finger to
encompass her face. “The only way to make me look passably … ordinary, I guess, is with
heavy use of both glamour, magical make-up and non-magical make-up and the use of dark
glasses for my eye. There might be a kind of glamour out there that can hide all my curse
scars completely, but I haven’t found it yet. And people definitely do not like it when I don’t
try to hide my scars, and I’m never going to use that much energy and care on my looks,
every single day, just to appease a bunch of arseholes who can’t keep their ugly mouths shut
about how other people look.”

Astoria’s mouth had drawn into a thin line.

“Then there are your people,” Hermione made a gesture at Astoria, Draco and Voldemort,
“who simply can’t shut up about the fact that I fought them, you, that I’m on the losing side,
yada yada yada. I can deal with that fact, but I don’t appreciate it being pushed violently in
my face every time I go out among people, and the … terms … they use on me are very far
from nice. I believe I have heard it all, by now. At least I’m literally washing the word
‘Mudblood’ out of the collective vocabulary,” she added gleefully.

Draco snorted and hurriedly sat his cup down before he began laughing in earnest. Harry
watched him in astonishment as Astoria just shook her head at her husband. Voldemort didn’t
even blink, when Harry looked questioningly at him. 

“It’s you!” Draco laughed, drying actual tears from his eyes. “Of course, it’s you! I bloody
well should have known!”

“Care to share?” Harry asked Hermione, when it became clear that Draco wasn’t able to
speak.

“Hmm?” Hermione blinked innocently at him. She didn’t fool him at all.

Astoria huffed. “The last three months or so, more and more people from our faction have
found themselves under a strange kind of curse. Every time they try to use that nasty word,
their mouths fill with soap suds. It lasts for about five minutes and then disappear, until they
try to use the word again.”

Harry watched Hermione worriedly. “Doesn’t that break the law and the pardon?”

“It’s just soap,” Astoria reassured, “and not enough to be poisonous or harmful. It’s like a
prank spell at the worst. The only reason I call it a curse is that it’s very hard to put an end to,
and that it has a somewhat negative, but really not dangerous, impact on the targets. We have
been able to break the curse on a few people, but it takes much work, and the curse isn’t
harmful and the word will be banned anyway, so now those that have gotten cursed will have
to get rid of it on their own.”

“You will forbid a word?” Harry asked, interested. “That specific word?”

“Yes, it’s obviously,” she made a gesture at Hermione, “used to upset people, and only to
upset people. And the use of the word puts people very firmly in boxes, ‘us’ vs. ‘them’, and
we need to put a stop to it before it gets truly ugly. It’s kind of the same as with the word



Muggle. While we won’t ban it, it will be phased out and the term non-magical will be used
instead.”

“I have noticed. Are you going to shorten the term?” In fact, Harry was quite certain that it
was the Light faction that had begun to use ‘non-magical’ at some point during the war. He
didn’t mind at all that it would be more common. The word Muggle now held a negative
undertone in his mind, and the mind of many others, just as Mudblood did.

“What would you suggest, Harry?” Voldemort asked.

Harry looked at him and then at Hermione, he raised an eyebrow.

“Nonmagi?”

“Nonmag?” she answered.

“Nmagic?”

She shook her head. “Nomag?”

“Nomagi?”

Hermione tilted her head in thought before she nodded. “That works. Nomagi. It’s obvious,
easy and has no old connotation to struggle with.”

“Non-magicals are Nomagi,” Astoria slowly said, trying it out. “That could work. My Lord?”

Voldemort nodded slowly. “Granger is right. People may choose if they prefer to use non-
magical or Nomagi, but one of the two should be highly favoured. Spread the word and let
Muggle be phased out, not everything has to be official.”

“But Mudblood will still be banned?” Astoria checked.

“Yes, evidently it is required to do that officially, as I have three recent reports about episodes
where major curses have been thrown in anger because of that word. Your method is vastly
preferable, Granger.” Voldemort looked at her. “Succinct, efficient and to the point.”

“You are welcome,” Hermione said and continued in her gleeful tone. “As I said, I’m
washing the vocabulary clean, one bigot at the time.” Then her tone turned tired and sad. “Of
course, that doesn’t actually solve a bloody thing, for my part. I tried to help with building
the new public library in Hogsmeade, as that naturally is very close to my heart. And while
I’m not you, Harry, I have a lot of power and I do know enough to make solid walls, nice
floors and stuff like shelves and tables … Anyway, I was told, in no uncertain terms, that I
was making people uncomfortable with my presence and that I had to leave. As if I’m the
only one who has scars. There were at least two other people there that were almost as bad as
me.

“Then, of course, there are our lovely former allies …” Hermione looked at him and Harry
could feel his heart sink in his chest. Because he knew what some of their former allies



thought of him, and there was a reason they now were ‘former’. Naturally, they would have
something to say to Hermione too.

“There is: ‘How can you call yourself his friend and let him marry that monster?’ and ‘You
should have killed him before letting him turn traitor!’ and ‘You disgusting piece of shit, go
tell him to do his job!’ and well, a lot of name-calling and general harassment. Like we are
still in school, really.

“It doesn’t apply to everyone, from either side, obviously, but it’s enough to be exhausting.
More than enough for me to want to live in a tent in the forest instead of risk having a
neighbour with any of those kinds of views.” She paused and looked at Harry and very much
at no one else. “Honestly, on … on bad days I’m still far too curse happy to be healthy to be
around for idiots like that. Seclusion is better, all around.”

Harry took Hermione’s hand, and she squeezed him while no one spoke for long moments.

“I have a functional tent,” Astoria said in a low voice. “It’s not big, but you are welcome to it.
I don’t want to use it ever again, anyway.” She swallowed and looked at Hermione. “There is
some blood on the floor, and you will have to clean it up and air it out, but the charms on it
should work perfectly and Harry is probably able to turn the tent into a small palace if you
ask him …”

Hermione looked at Harry.

“If Astoria offers it, then the offer is real,” he said.

Astoria nodded but looked down and Draco took her hand, she put her other hand on top of
his. “I don’t want the tent back. I don’t know why I have kept it this long … The memories
… My sister … she died in that tent … I don’t ever want it back.”

“Alright. Thank you,” Hermione said in a soft voice. “It is appreciated. And I’m truly sorry
for your loss.”

Astoria looked up, surprised, her eyes bright with unshed tears. Then she swallowed hard and
nodded sharply. “Thank you.” She blinked several times and Harry could see her gather
herself again. “Harassment is in fact illegal. You should absolutely report it if it continues.”

“I will consider it. The soap suds-curse only lasts a year, just for your information.”

“Good to know.”

The two witches nodded to each other, and Harry knew, deep in his bones, that before this
new year was up, Hermione would like and appreciate Astoria almost as much as he did.

After tea, Prim found Astoria’s old tent and gave it to Harry and Hermione who put it up on
the beach and opened doors and windows to air it out, helped with spells to displace air and
make the air smell fresh. Harry tossed three different spells on the blood that coated the floor
and had arched up one wall, while refusing to think about the young, blonde girl he vaguely



remembered from his school days. The girl that years later had bled out in this tent, taking the
last of Astoria’s family with her.

All the blood vanished without a trace and Harry turned towards Hermione.

“Now, how do you want your new home?”

“This looks fine just as it is,” Hermione said while looking at the shared kitchen and living
room area. There were also two small bedrooms and a bath with both a shower and a bathtub,
which was an improvement from their old tent. The whole tent was newer than theirs had
been.

“Come on, I have decorated the homes of half of magical Britain by now, let me make you
your dream home, even if it’s only temporary.”

Hermione smiled at him and bit her lip. “I do still want my very own library, even if it’s
small.”

Harry grinned. “That I can do.”

The biggest bedroom became a library with a reading corner and a small table in the middle
of the room for taking notes at. The walls were filled with shelves that were five-in-one.
After Harry had made the shelves, Hermione had spelled them so she could fill each shelf
five times and browse through the different shelves with taps of her wand. They did it on all
the shelves so even if the room was small, the number of books it could hold was quite large.
The colour on the walls was a deep crimson, the floor was almost black hardwood, and the
plush carpet and comfortable furniture was in dark green and blue. Harry had made magical
lights hanging down from the top of the shelves, since Hermione wanted the walls
completely filled with books. It was a warm and inviting room and Harry suspected that
Hermione would use this room more than any other, bar her bedroom, maybe.

The bedroom was simple with pale blue walls, the same hardwood floor as the library. White
furniture and a deep blue carpet and quilt. Airy and calm, and as simple as Hermione could
force Harry to make it. But by then he had finally worn her down, and the bathroom was
quite opulent when Harry was done with it. He enjoyed the fact that Hermione wanted to
spoil herself this much, because she had asked specifically for the floor, walls and bathtub to
be made of black marble shot with gold and for the taps, towel racks and other details, as well
as all the sconces on the walls, to be golden.

Harry promised to find her new towels and bed linens later, but for now Dobby took all she
had and cleaned everything as well as only house elves can, and then Harry changed the
colour of the towels and washcloths to a deep gold and all the linen to a pale blue or a crisp
white. He could conjure something that was more than just satisfactory and that would last
for years, but one would always feel the difference of something made and something
conjured, and because Hermione obviously wanted her bathroom to be something special,
even if it was small, Harry wanted her to have new, fluffy towels and real, crisp white bed
linens.



The kitchen and living room area was an extension of the library in colours and design with
the crimson walls, comfortable furniture and soft, plush carpets. It was cosy and homely, and
Harry could easily see Hermione enjoying herself by the small wood stove on late nights.
Maybe he could join her now and again, especially if she put the tent up on the Manor’s
estate. And at some point, Voldemort would be alright with Hermione spending the night in
their wing. Harry didn’t know if Hermione would be comfortable with spending the night at
the same point in time, but sometime in the future … It should be possible.

“This looks … very, very good,” Hermione said and spun around, taking in the kitchen and
living room area. “Thank you, Harry.” She hugged him hard.

“You are very welcome.” He hugged her back.

“Now, what about a proper duel before dinner?” she grinned up at him.

“It’s like you read my mind.” They stepped out of the tent and Hermione packed it back up
with a few swipes of her wand. “I have mostly kept to the duelling cards for months now. I
was afraid that some stupid flash-back would set me of if I duelled anyone who lives here.”

“Then it’s good that I came along then, wasn’t it? Best not to let you get too rusty, huh?”

“It was absolutely perfect, Hermi, absolutely perfect.” Harry kissed her hair, and they went
back to the Manor so he could show her the duelling room.
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"Slytherin, get your arse to the duelling room, now!”

Granger’s voice thundered through the Manor and Voldemort’s first reaction was to reach for
his wand, find her and put her under the Cruciatus until her voice broke from the screaming.
He hadn’t even reached the door out of his study before the red haze lifted and he looked at
the situation differently. There was no reason for Granger to shout like that unless something
were seriously wrong, and from what he had seen of the witch, not much could upset her.
Actually, he could only think of one thing, one person, that could cause the witch this much
upset.

Harry.

Voldemort couldn’t remember if he ran to the door, or flew, but he smashed through the door
and now that he was outside the confines of his rooms, he could hear screaming. High-pitch
and desperate. I’m burning up - I’m going to pieces - I’m dying – screaming. And he
recognised the voice far too easily. He had heard that voice scream in pain more often than he
would wish.

Harry.

And doors crashed open all over the Manor, either from Granger’s deafening message or
from Harry’s screaming. And Voldemort moved. Later, he couldn’t swear that he hadn’t
disapparated, even if that wasn’t supposed to be possible for humans inside the Manor. He
found himself outside the duelling room and saw Astoria several doors down, her face pale
and drawn, blue eyes huge with worry.

“Keep people away unless I call for you,” Voldemort told her.

She bowed deeply and he went in.

Harry lay on the floor to the side of the long duelling room, by a fireplace filled with dancing
flames. He writhed against the polished floor, face wet with tears, mouth open in a silent
scream as he clawed on the floor. The pain was too much for him to completely comprehend,
to handle. Then sound came out of his mouth again and he screamed in excruciating pain.

Voldemort opened his mind door and felt for Harry on the other side of the bridge, without
crossing it himself. He could feel, almost see, Harry clawing, fumbling, banging on the door



that kept them apart. The pain was too much, far too much, and he wasn’t even able to focus
enough to get the door open, to call for help, to get onto the bridge and away from the pain.

And at the same time, Harry looked complete and whole, in immense pain, but without any
obvious wounds. Only one thing Voldemort knew of could cause Harry this kind of pain
without any obvious explanation, like someone pointing a wand at him to hold him under the
Cruciatus. It wasn’t supposed to happen for at least a couple of hours yet, as they had yet to
sit down for dinner, but it was evident that the soul shard was acting up and leaving Harry in
a world of pain.

“V … Voldemort … get … get … Voldemort,” Harry panted, his head rolling while he tried
to look at Granger who sat beside him on the floor. Then he shut his eyes and screamed
before he brought himself under a semblance of control yet again.

“I already yelled for him, Harry, he …” Granger looked up and right at Voldemort. “He is
here now. What can he do? What can I do?”

“Don’t … don’t let me hurt h … him,” Harry said as Voldemort crossed the floor.

“Why would you hurt him?” Granger asked, but looked straight at Voldemort while she
spoke, her misgivings clear as day.

“Don’t … don’t … let me.” Harry whimpered and panted, thrashing on the floor.

“Fine, I will not let you hurt him. I promise, Harry.”

Voldemort transfigured his robe to a pair of trousers, but no shirt, and Granger’s eyes
narrowed. When Voldemort banished Harry’s T-shirt off him, her lips curled in a silent snarl.

“If Harry has not told you anything yet, he will tell you when he again is able,” Voldemort
told her without looking away from the burning suspicion in her eye.

She gave him a short nod. Willing to cooperate, for now.

“He is never calm or happy if it gets this far and he will most likely try to attack me in
desperation before calming down.” Voldemort knew it was the soul shard that forced the
reaction, in desperation and also in an attempt to get closer. “If you intend to help, hold his
hands while I get a grip around him. Make no mistake; he will fight it, and it is also the only
method of making his situation better. Skin against skin contact is required. I will haul him to
his feet; thus it will be easier to move when he is able to think again.”

Granger narrowed her eyes as her sharp mind was working furiously while she took in his
words and Harry’s panting and whimpering on the floor. Then she raised her wand and an
enormous plush sofa in blue velvet appeared right behind Voldemort.

“It’s harder to keep someone in check if you are standing up,” she commented. “I will get the
whole story before I leave here tonight.” That had not been a question, but a statement, so
Voldemort didn’t answer.

“On three, then,” Granger said, and this time Voldemort nodded.



“One. Two. Three.” She grabbed Harry’s wrists the moment before Voldemort hauled Harry
up and against his bare chest. Harry roared and trashed and tossed his head, but with
Granger’s help Voldemort got him up from the floor and then down on the sofa in front of
Voldemort. Harry was tugging desperately at his arms and bucking against Voldemort, trying
to get free, more or less mindless in confusion and pain, Voldemort assumed.

Granger held grimly on with a strength that surprised Voldemort. She had to fight to keep a
hold on Harry’s wrists, his hands were now partially transformed into clawed paws, but she
did manage to hold on.

“Free one hand at a time,” Voldemort told Granger and she nodded, waited a second and let
one of Harry’s wrists go.

Voldemort caught the arm and brought it against Harry’s chest with Voldemort’s own hand
and arm on top, before they did it again when Granger released the other wrist. The paws
transformed back to hands before they managed to do any damage, as if Harry knew that it
would soon get better and that he didn’t have to fight, even if he still seemed entirely out of
it.

Harry shuddered and heaved for breath and now and again he tried to move a bit, but all in all
he calmed down practically instantly. The pain should be gone almost at once, Voldemort
knew, but the memory of pain as well as the confusion and fear could make him a bit
bewildered. Voldemort waited it out and wasn’t surprised in the least when he heard a sob
and felt Harry’s whole body tremble in his arms.

“No,” Harry said hoarsely and shivered. “It wasn’t supposed to happen, not now, not yet. It
wasn’t supposed to happen. No, no, no.” He sobbed harder. “What’s happening, it’s not
supposed to … No, no, why did it … What … what …”

He got his hands out of Voldemort’s grip and laid his own hands on top, gripping Voldemort’s
hands hard before pushing them against his own flesh. It seemed like he tried to make
Voldemort hold him tighter, and when Voldemort did tighten his grip, Harry pushed himself
closer to his chest and turned his head so his face lay against Voldemort’s neck. Voldemort
feared his teeth for one moment, but while Harry was upset, he was cognisant now. He could
feel Harry’s tears against his bare skin.

“Shhh, do not think about that now, my own,” Voldemort said in Parseltongue.

They weren’t alone and he didn’t want Granger to overhear them. It was bad enough that she
saw them, saw Harry, like this. The thought of Harry being seen as weak and open to attack
made Voldemort bristle and he had to shake himself hard and remind himself that Granger
was Harry’s closest friend. She would not see this as an opportunity for an attack, not now
and not later. Harry trusted the witch with both his life and his sanity, Voldemort knew that,
so while he didn’t like what felt like an intrusion, he would have to accept it. For Harry.

“You need to calm down, to breathe. Do not think about any of that right now.”

Harry whimpered and he pushed his face into Voldemort’s neck and tugged Voldemort’s arms
tighter around himself at the same time. Voldemort tightened his grip around his husband



even more and turned his head to make it easier for Harry to hide against his neck. He felt
more tears against his skin.

“Shhh, shhh, breathe, simply breathe for now.”

“But it’s not alright, it’s not! It shouldn’t happen, not now, not now!” Harry spoke in
Parseltongue too, most likely because Voldemort did. Harry was rigid against him, and his
breath came fast and hard when he didn’t sob.

Voldemort freed one of his hands by putting one of Harry’s against Voldemort’s shoulder, so
he had something to hold on to, if he wished. Then Voldemort put his free hand against
Harry’s cheek and carefully used his thumb to dry his tears and the rest of the fingers on his
hand to stroke Harry’s temple and jaw.

Harry whimpered once, then sobbed and then Voldemort could feel him slowly give in and
begin to relax. It took several minutes where Voldemort continued to stroke his face and hug
him tight, but finally Harry went boneless with a sigh and slumped completely against
Voldemort.

“That is good, my own, relax now, breathe.”

 “I’m not used to pain any longer,” Harry murmured against his neck.

“That, I believe, is a good thing.”

Harry huffed. “Not when it surprises me like this and brings me down without any warning
or effort.”

Voldemort just hummed in answer. He had at times felt the echo of the pain Harry could feel
when the soul shard got agitated, and he knew that that kind of pain should bring everyone to
their knees. If they didn’t go down, their bodies and minds no longer functioned normally at
all. What did it say about Harry that he thought himself weak for no longer being able to
stand against that kind of devastating pain?

“I understand you find it frustrating, but it is healthy that it is no longer so, Harry,”
Voldemort ended up saying. “It means that your body and nervous system is healing, as it
should.”

He almost went on to say that the problem was that he had to experience that kind of pain at
all, but he didn’t want to remind Harry of that. It was better to have that conversation when
Harry was able to stand on his own feet and not have to stay in Voldemort’s arms to keep the
pain away. The topic would make Harry feel trapped enough as it was.

Slowly Voldemort looked up and at the room’s other occupant, the witch that sat silently
watching them from the other side of the sofa. Watching them with one, functioning brown
eye and no feelings in her gaze or face. She was completely blank. That was better than the
derision or disgust Voldemort almost had expected, because he knew, Harry’s friend or not,
peace treaty or not, if she had looked at Harry with disgust, or any feeling to indicate that she
had turned against him; Voldemort would have put her through a wall. No questions asked.



Harry was his. His. His husband. His equal. His mystery. Even, after last night, his mate. And
he had put a lot of work, thought, discussions and even feelings into making it so. Making it
so Harry could find support and peace in his embrace, and not hate it and fight it and detest it
every single time, for the rest of his life. Harry still got upset, he could still rage and cry and
yell, but it didn’t happen nearly as often as it had in the first months. And Voldemort would
let nothing and no one, even Harry’s friend, ruin that.

“You know, I can feel it when you get possessive,” Harry hissed and Voldemort looked away
from Granger. “You go all rigid and you clutch me like I’m … something precious that you
fear someone will try to take from you.”

Voldemort noticed that he really was holding Harry close to him with more force than
probably was comfortable for Harry.

“Apologies, I did not mean to cause you discomfort. And to me you are precious, I have told
you so.” He began to loosen his grip only to have Harry shake his head.

“Don’t! I wasn’t complaining, merely making an observation. And you have no reason to fear,
Hermi won’t do anything to split us up in any way.”

Voldemort settled his arms around Harry again, just a bit less firm than before, and Harry
gave a small, content sigh and remained still.

Voldemort looked at Granger again and caught understanding in her eye, more understanding
of the situation than she should have.

“You understand Parseltongue,” Voldemort stated, in Parseltongue.

Her lips twitched. “Yes, I do,” she confirmed without blinking. Like that should be possible
for everyone that simply tried to learn the language of snakes.  

“How?”

She shrugged, but the smile on her lips wasn’t malicious, she simply wasn’t going to answer.
Then she looked at Harry and Voldemort felt his grip tighten again, almost in a defence. He
didn’t truly believe that Granger posed a threat, because Harry didn’t believe it and he had to
trust that Harry knew Granger, but still …

“Harry, you look cold,” Granger said. “I was planning to give you a new blanket in a belated
Yule present, so I brought it today. Do you want it now?”

Harry moved his face away from Voldemort’s neck and Voldemort almost missed the feeling
of Harry’s breath against his skin, but he didn’t say anything.

“I would like that, thank you,” Harry said, his voice was low and a bit rasping, but clear
enough.

Granger removed a bag from her pocket, enlarged it and removed another bag from the now
large bag, and from this bag she removed a knitted blanket. It was made up of several big
squares in different dark colours, purple, red, green, yellow, blue and some black. It looked



homemade, but also made with some skill. She shook it out and laid it on top of Harry, and
consequently also on top of Voldemort.

“Thank you, Hermi, it’s beautiful, and so very soft.” Harry relaxed a bit more against
Voldemort.

Granger smiled. “It was my pleasure.” Then she looked at Voldemort. “He doesn’t like the
cold, no matter how often he runs around in rain and sleet. Don’t let him tell you differently.”

Harry groaned. “Hermi.” Then he coughed something that sounded very much like ‘mother
hen’.

Granger only grinned. “Then the rest of my gift. I went to Switzerland during Yule, so …”
She brought a box up from her bag and enlarged it and let it float carefully on air while she
opened it and brought out an enormous cup of blue and gold porcelain, set it on air and then
brought out two other cups, one in green and silver and one in dark purple. Every cup was
filled to the brim with what Voldemort assumed was hot chocolate. Granger continued to take
out a jar filled with what probably was whipped cream and a box of small marshmallows.

“No proper Yule without proper hot chocolate. Cream and a few marshmallows as usual,
Harry?” 

“Yes, please!”

Voldemort could hear both the smile and the eagerness in his husband’s voice.

“And I’m not moving, nor am I going to let Voldemort move, so we need straws.”

“Of course.” Granger removed a book and a few pieces of parchment from another bag and
transfigured them into a small lap table and two straws. She put the green and silver and the
blue and gold cup on the lap table, over Harry’s and Voldemort’s legs, filled the blue cup with
cream and a few marshmallows on top, and put a straw in.

“I made it this morning, so the stasis charm has had no chance of going stale,” she reassured.
“Your preference, Slytherin?” She held up the cream and the marshmallows. When
Voldemort didn’t answer immediately, not that he would admit to being baffled by it all, she
raised an eyebrow.

 “Some marshmallows, please,” he heard his own voice say.

Granger put marshmallows and a straw into the green and silver cup.

“Where Slytherins are concerned, I always go for green or green and silver. Sorry, not sorry.
If it doesn’t suit, I can find other colours for your cup later,” Granger said.

“I like green. Like most Hogwarts’s alumni I have gotten a bit set in my ways. And thank
you.”

“You are quite welcome,” Granger said amiably and put cream and marshmallows in her own
purple cup.



Harry had already floated his cup and taken a sip from the straw, so while Voldemort found it
a bit demeaning to do so, he followed suit. The hot chocolate was exactly the right
temperature, and it was dark and smooth and surprisingly good. He had always preferred tea,
but if this was a typical sample of hot chocolate, maybe he should reconsider that. At least on
some occasions.

That was, after he had gotten over the shock that Granger had made and brought a cup of hot
chocolate to him too, that she had obviously planned to share this with both Harry and
himself. Why in the world had she done that? What was she up to?

They drank the hot chocolate in relative silence, only broken by Harry remembering to thank
Granger for making and bringing it and by her telling Harry to remind her to give him the
two boxes with the chocolate mixture she had used, as that also was a part of his present.

When all the cups were empty, Granger put it all away and shrunk down her bag to put it in
her pocket again.

“Now, I believe I need a few answers, don’t I?” she asked and looked Harry in the eye.

“How much of the … details … are you comfortable with me telling her?” Harry asked
Voldemort.

“Will she be willing to take an Oath of Secrecy, or of Silence?” Voldemort asked, eyeing
Granger. He had no idea how she would take the news that her friend was soul bound to
Voldemort and right now he was in no position to fight her, either. That thought didn’t help,
at all. It made him suddenly angry, the thought of her knowing, of her getting to know such a
thing, while he could not fight or even move, without causing Harry pain. He couldn’t protect
his mate without causing him pain.

“Easy,” Harry whispered and turned his head to kiss Voldemort’s jaw. “Take it easy.”

Voldemort forced himself to take several deep breaths and reinforced his mental shields, a bit
stunned that he had reacted like that, felt like that. If he had wanted to protect himself, or both
of them together, it would have been understandable, but his thoughts had been for Harry, and
Harry alone.

“I will be willing to take an Oath of Secrecy, but not Silence, as I want the opportunity to talk
with the two of you about this,” Granger said, her voice a bit clipped. “Whatever the fuck this
is. You are not going to get me out of your life that easily, Potter.”

Harry chuckled. “Didn’t think so either, Granger.”

Granger made the Oath of Secrecy without hesitation, and Voldemort could both see and feel
the magic take hold of her.

“Alright,” Harry said when she was done. “You won’t like this. You won’t like this at all, and
not for the reasons you right now suspect that you won’t like it.”

“Spit it out, Harry,” Granger said in a low voice.



“You remember Dumbledore’s task for us? The mission, the hunt, he sent us on to stop the
war?”

Granger nodded once. “Of course. How could I ever forget?”

“I am one, Hermi. I am one of the …” Harry hesitated, and Voldemort could feel Harry’s
heart thunder in his chest, and he could hear him snapping for breath.

Harry truly wasn’t able to set himself and the word Horcrux in the same sentence. For
Voldemort, the fact that Harry was his Horcrux made him even more precious, even more
treasured, but he had long since stopped trying to make that obvious to Harry, because of just
this reaction. For Harry, ‘Horcrux’ and ‘object’ were one and the same, and objects could be
owned. And it seemed that one of his husband’s greatest fears was to be owned, to be thought
a thing and to be locked up and given no choice in his own life.

And still he had married Voldemort to end the war and protect the children, while fearing that
just that would be his fate.

He was a Gryffindor to the core.

Voldemort hugged Harry close and stroked his face and throat. “Breathe, Harry, just breathe.”

Harry nodded jerkily and Voldemort met Granger’s eyes. Her one functioning eye was filled
with a silent rage, waiting for confirmation to let loose. She held herself stiffly and breathed
very carefully in and out while she waited. He didn’t know what the confirmation would do,
what it would let loose, but he knew Harry wanted to give it to her, to remove every doubt of
what he meant, of what he was trying to say. 

“Harry is one of my Horcruxes,” Voldemort said in a low voice, it was the first time he had
ever admitted it to anyone but Harry himself.

Harry whimpered and clutched harder at Voldemort, as if trying to remove any air between
them. Voldemort tightened his grip around him because it obviously was what Harry needed
right now, even if Voldemort didn’t understand how that could be, given that Voldemort was
the cause of Harry’s distress.

“An accidental Horcrux, made the Samhain night I lost my body. He holds a piece of my
soul. It is entwined in his. I didn’t know about it, about him, for the longest time. But now
there is no mistaking it, and there is no way to change this or remove the soul shard.”

There were flames in Granger’s dead black eye. He was certain he saw flames before she
screwed her eyes shut and grimaced.

“Get up and shield!” Harry said suddenly and harshly. “Hermi, get up! Get up and shield!”

Her lips drew back in a silent snarl.

“Get your arse up and shield!” Harry didn’t sound worried, just sharp. “Granger, get up!”



She stood without opening her eyes, took several steps away from the sofa and turned her
back on them. Harry sighed in something Voldemort thought was relief when she started
moving her wand to cast silent shield charms.

“Shield with everything you have got,” Harry said in a low voice and put action to his own
words, even though Voldemort knew that even that much space, just removing a hand away
from Voldemort to move his wand, hurt him right now.

Harry put shields around the two of them, between Granger and them, and around Granger
alone. Silently, he followed suit and he was just about to ask if their collected shields
shouldn’t be enough now, when Granger went up in flames with a roar that shook the
windows in the room and made the sofa they sat on tremble.

He didn’t ask, he just continued to make new shields while the old ones broke and crumbled
under the flames and the pure magic that flooded out of Granger.

It lasted for several minutes, and he could feel Harry shudder from the pain of not being able
to hold on to Voldemort with everything he was. Granger was still screaming in rage and
what he could guess was pain, and their shields, hers as well as theirs, continued to be raised
and continued to crumble. At least she still had some kind of control over herself, if she still
raised shields as well as ripped them down. He wondered when she would come close
enough to magical exhaustion to stop. The amount of pure magic she had let loose, in
addition to the flames, should already have exhausted her.

Then, and only then, did he remember Harry’s inadvertent confession that time he told
Voldemort, Astoria and Draco about his expanded magical core. They had gotten a magical
boost, not just him. They. He had given it some thought, of course, now and again, but not for
several weeks now, and certainly not today, even if he should have. He definitely should
have.

In other words, Granger could probably keep going for a long time yet.

The noise and the flames disappeared as abruptly as they had appeared, and Granger drew her
hands through her black, curly hair and gave a heavy sigh before turning towards them.

“Now may I kill him?” she asked and looked straight at Harry.

Voldemort stiffened, but Harry’s trembling hand on his tightened and he forced himself to sit
still. Trusting that Harry knew Granger well enough to assess the danger. If Voldemort’s body
died, so would Harry. Even if Voldemort managed to make a new body in a few weeks, Harry
would be driven to madness and death in the interim, by the very soul shard that helped bind
Voldemort to life. And while Granger didn’t know that yet, Harry did, and Voldemort didn’t
think he was suicidal at the moment.

“He is already dead, Hermi,” Harry said softly, to Voldemort’s confusion. “He has been dead
for years.”

“I can fix that!” she snarled.



Voldemort’s confusion grew. He knew very well how to fix it so someone alive no longer
was, but how did she suppose to fix the fact that someone was dead? And who were they
talking about?

“No, Hermi, no Necromancy without my say so. You gave me your word.”

Ah, so that was how she wanted to go about it. Not really original, now that he thought about
it, but most certainly bloodthirsty.

“Harry, just a bit, just enough to smash his ugly soul into his rotting corpse and tear him apart
bit by bit for a few years? Please? Just a bit of Necromancy?”

“No, Hermi.”

“He sent you out on that bloody hunt knowing full well that you wouldn’t succeed without
killing yourself!” she suddenly shouted.

“Yes, I know!” Harry said loudly. “You still aren’t going to try such a volatile branch of
magic without proper teaching and supervision! We promised each other that we would be
smarter than that!”

“He wanted you dead!” she shrieked.

“And he is dead. Has been for years! Hermi, he is dead. He is dead. He can’t do anything
more now. Not to me, nor to anyone else. He is dead and gone.”

The witch slumped down on the sofa in defeat. “Bloody Dumbledore. And bloody
Necromancy, too.” She gave a sigh and laid her head over the back of the sofa, staring up at
the ceiling. “I just … I really wanted some answers, you know. Of why he did the things he
did, and why he chose those methods, why he chose us to do that task? The whole Chosen
One spiel, was that all because of a displaced soul shard? In that case, talk about self-
fulfilling prophecies! I just want some closure from the old goat, he owes us that much.”

Harry snorted, sounding amused in the face of Granger’s obvious misery.

“Nice try, but no cigar. And no Necromancy either.”

Granger sat up with a small growl. “You are no fun, Harry, no fun at all!” She took a bag
from her pocket, a new one this time, enlarged it and dragged out a bottle of whiskey and a
glass. “Either of you want any? I feel this conversation warrants it.” She held the bottle up.

“Yes, please,” Harry said.

“Thank you,” Voldemort said.

“She is good,” Voldemort muttered while Granger filled their glasses.

“Oh, the whole woe-is-me-and-I-need-closure talk? Yeah, she is good. Wouldn’t recommend
playing cards against her. A lot of people have learned that it’s a rather bad idea. She just
really wants to give Necromancy a go, but I - we actually, she just tends to forget - have read



enough to know that while we have messed with worse, we haven’t in fact messed with any
magic that can be more … devastating. So, I say ‘no’ and she tries to get around it twice a
year or so.”

“Interesting.”

“If you say so.” Harry lifted the glass Granger had filled for him with a wandless and non-
verbal levitation spell, brought it carefully to his mouth and took a sip.
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Then Harry told Granger everything. About the soul shard, about the pain he experienced
once a day when the soul shard got agitated, about how they went about stopping that, about
the mind bridge and the calm of Harry’s Breaks. Everything that had to do with the Horcrux
and its consequences. But he didn’t touch on the fact that today the soul shard had gotten
agitated long before it should have. It still wasn’t the right time for that, as Harry still
couldn’t move away from Voldemort.

Granger listened and asked just a few questions. Surprisingly she didn’t try to insist that there
must be something that could be done to get the soul shard out of Harry. Maybe she realised
that Voldemort would have tried it if he thought it at all possible. A living, walking and
talking Horcrux really wasn’t the best idea. Nagini was slightly different as she was
completely and utterly devoted to Voldemort, and still, if he hadn’t been insane when he
made her a Horcrux, he would never have tried it. She was still a living being that could
move around on her own.

“It’s … easier now …” Harry said hesitantly. “Having to spend hours each day in such close
proximity with Voldemort. I still feel trapped and cornered sometimes, and on bad days … on
bad days I’m very far from nice or easy to deal with, but on the whole, it’s better. Getting to
know each other helped, the mind bridge helped a lot too, and the Breaks has proven to me
that it’s possible to relax … even in that situation, if I only will let myself do it.”

Granger nodded slowly before she nipped at her third glass of whisky. “It sounds boring,” she
said after a while, completely surprising Voldemort. He hadn’t expected that response at all.
“Having to spend two hours or so every day just staring into the air. If you manage to find
something to talk about, and want to talk, then that will be better, I guess, but still …” She
frowned. “If you can sit up-right like you do now, why not read? Time will go faster then,
and there will be less time to mull over the situation while you can’t go anywhere or do
anything about it. Sounds healthier all around.”

“We … haven’t actually tried before …” Harry admitted. “This is the first time we are sitting
up-right.”

“Maybe it’s worth a try, the next time the close proximity is less … desirable than it seems
right at this moment? Do your own thing, focus on something else, get lost in a book and let
everything else pass you by. Or, you could read together. We liked to do that sometimes, it’s
nice.”

Voldemort would have been embarrassed by how much time it had taken him to understand
what Granger was doing, if either of them had paid him any attention. Granger had heard
Harry’s sadness and desperation over a situation he could not change. And instead of trying
to find a way out of the situation that there was no way out of, she came up with ideas of how
to make it better and easier to deal with. The idea had merit too, or so Voldemort believed.



Harry had already made it clear that he responded well to distractions, at least in some
difficult situations.

“On some hard days Voldemort has talked, just talked, to distract me. That helped,” Harry
replied.

“There you go. Something to try to make it easier. Or send me a Patronus and I can come talk
with you, or banter, or discuss or read for you. I won’t mind, if neither of you don’t. If it’s
keeping you safe, alive and without pain, I’m more than willing to give it a try. To give
anything a try, really.” She emptied her glass.

“Agreed,” Voldemort said, so Harry would know that he approved of the idea, and especially
the sentiment. If it kept Harry safe, alive and without pain, if it helped him in any way, he
would welcome Granger. Both her input and her presence.

Granger met his gaze and nodded to him. They might be prickly towards each other. They
might not see eye to eye in a lot of things. But in this they agreed completely. Harry didn’t
deserve to suffer, and both of them would work, even together, to make sure he suffered as
little as possible.

“I do not have a Patronus to send,” Voldemort said, “and Harry might not be able to under
such circumstances. May I send a message with a house elf, if necessary?”

“Yes, do that. And another thing, if you approximately know when this happens each day, bar
any surprises … don’t fucking wait for the pain to start! I mean seriously!” She gave them
both an exasperated look. “If you settle yourself down to read or cuddle or whatnot before
there is any burning need and pain, it will take away a lot of the force in the situation. If you
do that, Harry won’t have to truly think about the fact that it is happening. That way, it will
feel more like a voluntary quiet moment, than something he is pushed into by outside forces.”

“That sounds … not wrong,” Harry admitted. “At least not now, when we have reached a
place where we are on friendly terms. And it sounds like something I really should have
thought of.”

“You have both been stuck in the middle of this situation for about half a year. I, on the other
hand, have an outsider’s view on the whole thing,” she said magnanimously. “Now, I will go
and find Mrs. Malfoy to get her to give me access to apparate through the wards, as I don’t
have a Floo connection.” Granger got their glasses, put them all away and sauntered out of
the room.

They were silent for a while before Harry slowly raised a hand away from Voldemort.

“I think … I think it’s alright now. And I’m … I’m not ready to think about this at all, not
right now. It’s freaking me out, just the thought that this can happen, that this may happen at
any time …” He shuddered and made a small sound. Voldemort thought he actually gagged
in fear at the thought.

“Then do not think about it right now. It will keep. Let us wash up and go and sit down for
dinner. It is long past dinner time.”



They did and Granger found them less than fifteen minutes later in the dining room. She
joined them at a welcoming gesture from Harry and the three of them ate in relative silence.
After dinner Granger and Harry left for the library and Voldemort didn’t see them again for
about an hour when Granger dragged Harry into his private study. The witch was as brash as
any Gryffindor he had ever met, but she had the power and knowledge to back it up, just like
Harry, so it wasn’t as galling as it easily could have been.

Harry sat down on a sofa on the other side of the room while Granger came to stand in front
of Voldemort’s desk. Harry stared into the air as if he wasn’t really there, and Granger stared
right at Voldemort.

“You know he is a shapechanger,” Granger stated, abruptly.

Voldemort blinked and turned his gaze from Granger to Harry. “Harry?”

Harry waved a hand. “I’m just here so Hermi doesn’t feel that she is going behind my back
by talking to you.”

“Would you like her to talk to me?” Voldemort asked, confused yet again.

“In this case, what I want is irrelevant.”

“I do not concur,” Voldemort said sharply.

“Also irrelevant, I’m afraid.” He gave a small snort. “Hermi is going to talk to you,
nonetheless. Most likely it’s important, or she wouldn’t have insisted, so it would be good if
you listened.” Finally, Harry turned his head and looked at him. “Please?”

“Very well.” Voldemort focused on the witch again. She had a small, satisfied smile on her
lips, it even reached her eye, which didn’t make Voldemort any less confused. He wondered
if this would be a constant feeling when around these two together.

“Yes, I know Harry is a shapechanger. He told me, showed me, after the most recent Battle of
Hogsmeade.”

Granger nodded once. “You know one of his preferred forms is a Naga?”

“Yes,” he answered shortly, because while it hadn’t been stated outright, he had understood
that fact from what Harry had said.

“You know that he is a submissive Naga?”

“Yes.”

“And that as a submissive Naga he can get pregnant without taking any potion to make it
possible, even if he is male?”

“Yes, all Naga can get pregnant.” He thought he knew where she was going with this now.
Not that he was going to help her get there.



She nodded. “You still have that other shape, the one you have had the past decade? The
more serpentine one?”

“Yes, I do.”

“The chances that you can get him pregnant when he is a Naga is a great deal higher, because
of that.”

“I have come to the same conclusion.”

“Good.” She scrutinised him. “You have already mated, haven’t you? Very recently. Or at
least marked each other as mates.”

“Harry?” Voldemort asked again, because it truly wasn’t his place to talk about this with
Harry’s closest friend.

“I’m still not allowed to be a part of the conversation,” Harry said mildly, deceptively so,
Voldemort thought.

“I strongly disagree.”

“She wouldn’t talk about this with you if she wasn’t worried for my wellbeing, and wanted to
ensure it, which is the only reason I’m not in a serious row with her right about now.”

“So, should I continue the conversation?”

“If you don’t mind, but it’s up to you.”

Voldemort looked at Granger again, Harry’s words about his own wellbeing playing in his
mind. No one knew Harry as Granger did, and if she feared he might be at risk, Voldemort
would spare the time and the patience for this conversation.

“I assume that we marked each other as mates, as recently as last night. We decided against
any kind of penetration at that point, so I presume that means that we are not fully mated.”

And why did that admission make him feel uncomfortable? Harry was his, they had agreed,
his husband and his mate, fully mated or not. Harry was his.

“Good,” Granger said with vehement feeling. “Then I was right. Harry can move differently
for a while after he has been in another shape. Often it happens if he spends a lot of time in a
shape, but it can also happen if he immerses himself deeper into that shape and its instincts
than he normally does. Claiming a mate, and being claimed, would definitely count. I saw the
bite mark on Harry earlier, and combined with his slinky movements, I made a deduction.”

So, the two of them hadn’t talked at all about this before Granger came to confront
Voldemort. He wasn’t certain he liked that, even if Harry was in the room and in theory could
object to anything that was said if he wanted.

“About penetration when Harry is a Naga; don’t fucking do it. No matter how tempting it can
be. I have read enough about Nagas and their mating habits to know that it can be



exceedingly hard to hold back, but don’t do it, not yet. Not before you can be certain that
there is no chance in Hades to get Harry pregnant.” Granger met his eyes; her brown eye was
as hard as diamond. “If he gets pregnant, he will kill himself faster than you can say
‘Fiendfyre’, so I’m trusting you with his life,” she almost hissed, leaning in towards him over
his desk. “Do not forget that, ever.”

Even if Voldemort hadn’t come to a similar, if not as dark and extreme, conclusion that
morning, he would have gotten a clue now.

He nodded stiffly at Granger, refusing to move away from the distrust and the animosity that
burned in her eye for that one moment.

“I will not forget that,” he assured her. Assured them both.

On the opposite side of the room, Harry was staring hard enough at the wall that it should
crumble under the stare. But still, he hadn’t objected, or as much as twitched.

“Thanks. I will get my arse to Greece first thing in the morning and see if I can’t drag some
help, or at least some answers, out of the patently unhelpful Naga-clan that lives there.”

Voldemort noted that it sounded very much like she already had spoken to them at some
point. He also knew, unless that was one time Harry had managed to lie to him, that Harry
hadn’t spoken to the Naga-clan, hadn’t spoken to any Naga at any point. Which was a strange
way to go about it. Why hadn’t Harry, as the sometimes Naga, made contact with the clan?

“You believe they know something that might help in this situation?” Voldemort asked.

“I think they should have an inkling about how to prevent a Naga from getting pregnant when
they don’t want to, and still have a healthy sex life. And really, that’s all we can hope for at
this time.”

Voldemort nodded and watched as she turned around and went to Harry. She bent down and
kissed his hair. Whatever general aversion Harry had about physical closeness, it didn’t
include Granger, at all. Even if Voldemort felt his possessiveness rise up like a tidal wave at
the sight, Harry was his, his, his, he was also strangely grateful for that fact. He didn’t want
to look at the feeling or the reason for it, so he pushed it away.

“You are such a meddling bitch sometimes; do you know that?” Harry said in a low voice.

“Yup,” the witch said, completely unrepentant.

He reached up to hug her. “I love you. Don’t be a stranger. And try not to kill any of the
infuriating Nagas.”

She hugged him back so hard that he wheezed. “I love you too, so much. And don’t worry, I
won’t kill anyone. Just pull on some tails.”

Harry snorted and kissed her cheek before releasing her.

Granger turned towards Voldemort again while she walked out of the room.



“You are the dominant, so behave!” she chided, as if he didn’t already know.

He couldn’t really remember ever being chided quite like that, not without him making the
repercussions dire for the culprit … No, actually, he couldn’t remember it happening at all.

She closed the door quietly behind her and suddenly she was gone.

All the energy and noise. All the movement and latent magic. Gone.

It was strange, Voldemort thought while watching Harry sitting on the sofa on the other side
of the room. He hadn’t noticed how much the witch filled the room, before she went away.
He truly hoped she didn’t stay away too long, because he could honestly say that he hadn’t
seen or heard Harry so carefree and happy during their months together. It was very obvious
that she was good for him. Even if Voldemort found her … confusing.

There was only one thing he knew with absolute certainty about the witch; she was
completely and utterly devoted to Harry and would do anything and everything for him. That
one truth would have to be enough, for now.

Harry didn’t move or speak, and Voldemort decided to let him to his own thoughts for the
moment, while he went back to his work. He had to figure out how to deal with the position
of Ministry Leader. Either he would let Zabini keep the position for a while longer, or he
really had to go through the few viable options that he had. Zabini had agreed to keep the
position for as long as necessary, as long as he had the possibility to travel as a private person
now and again. The only reason Voldemort was inclined to agree to his request, was that he
knew Zabini was looking for a life partner and that he would prefer a European to a British
partner. More because he either had fought against all his options in Britain - the Light
faction - or already knew them, and most likely had slept with them, and found them wanting
- the Dark faction - than anything else.

If he put the whole situation with the Ministry Leader aside for a while, he could give more
attention to the rebuilding of Hogwarts and a general educational system, which should begin
this spring. The new educational system would be bigger and better than the old one. For one,
the education and socialisation of their children would begin when they were five years old,
with the option for a kindergarten even before that. This way both parents could work, if they
wanted. Merlin knew they needed the workers.

Hogwarts Castle would be reconstructed as well as they could make it, even if he knew it
would never be the same. The life in the castle would never be the same either, but that would
be on purpose. There would be more subjects to choose from, and more extra-curricular
activities too. The teachers would have to actually be educated to do their job and there
would be more of them. The House system would be massively remodelled, if not completely
abolished. And only the sixth and seventh years would have the option to actually live
fulltime in the castle, at least during the week. He was still contemplating whether to send
them home in the weekends or give them the option to stay during the weekends. Everyone
younger would go home to their families every single evening, and return in the morning.

Astoria had found a non-magical scientific journal, most likely with help from one of her
halfblood or Muggleborn friends or acquaintances, with an extensive article about the



dangers of boarding schools on the minds and education of young children. Voldemort might
not think much of Muggles, non-magicals, but he knew that their science was leap and
bounds ahead of their own. This especially went for their science in humanity and
psychology. He would be a fool to disregard it.

It seemed he would let Zabini hold the title and the responsibility of Ministry Leader for
some time. Voldemort’s efforts were better spent elsewhere.

It took him several long moments, but in the end, he noticed Harry standing in front of his
desk and he looked up at his husband.

“Do you have a moment?” Harry asked.

“Of course.” Voldemort got up and rounded his desk, but before he could sit down in one of
the chairs in front of the desk, Harry stepped closer and slowly, cautiously, leaned towards
him.

Voldemort was filled with silent surprise as he couldn’t remember a single time that Harry, as
a human, had initiated physical contact that wasn’t strictly necessary in some way or another,
or that hadn’t had to do with sex, but he gently put his arms around his husband. Harry
stepped a bit closer, so he actually touched him, chest to chest, and he rested his head against
Voldemort’s shoulder. Voldemort’s surprise didn’t lessen as he could feel Harry relax against
him. His own body almost took on a life on its own, refusing to let this moment get ruined,
and stroked Harry’s back in slow movements with one hand, while keeping him close with
his other arm around Harry’s waist. He had to remind himself to breathe normally.

“Hermi was right, and I had forgotten. I had forgotten to tell you about it too, which is worse,
so … Yeah.” Harry swallowed audibly. Voldemort waited, because so far Harry hadn’t made
any sense. “Hermi mentioned that she can see it if I have spent time in another shape, and she
is often able to guess the shape too, just from how I move. We call it bleed-over, from one
shape to another. It’s always from an animal, or being, most often Naga, to this shape, not the
other way around. It’s seldom anything substantial, mostly just how I move, maybe what I
want to do or eat that day, sometimes feelings that are a bit out of sync with myself and the
situation. Nothing dangerous, nothing disturbing, at least if you know about it. It has never
lasted more than 48 hours, to my knowledge.

“As I said, I had forgotten, and looking back at today I can see that it has had some influence
on me. I was a bit more clingy and cuddly than I usually am, when you helped me with the
soul shard, and a bit more willing to accept your touch, too. Nagas are a very … affectionate
people, if what I myself feel holds true for everyone. What is new is … I think you
experienced some bleed-over, too. Maybe I gave off pheromones, because of my own bleed-
over, that you reacted to without noticing. As I understand it, you actually function the same,
no matter your shape? So, if your more serpentine self would have reacted, then that reaction
would occur even in the shape you now hold?”

“I assume so, yes,” Voldemort said.

Harry swallowed. “If you think about it, would you say that you might have been a bit more
… affectionate towards me, than you usually would have been, and maybe just a tad more



possessive, too? Not that I minded, or do mind it now, because, well, that’s how the bleed-
over works. I was, and am, happy with it. But you didn’t know about it, and I didn’t warn
you. So, yeah. Sorry about that, if it, if I, made you uncomfortable at any point.”

Voldemort thought about it. He worked through his dealings with Harry during the day and
he noticed the extra affection and possessiveness that Harry had mentioned. He had actually
noticed the extra possessiveness while they spoke to Granger in the duelling room. He also
noted how very good, how very right, it felt to hold Harry, right at that moment.

“I do see your point, and I agree. It created no difficulty for me, as far as I can discern, not
with you and not with anyone else. I have no trouble with the notion, or with it happening
again.”

Harry gave a small sigh. “Oh, good. I didn’t like the thought that I might have changed
something about you without your knowledge and against your will, even just for a few
hours.” He turned his head and kissed Voldemort’s throat. Voldemort put a hand gently
against Harry’s neck and felt Harry lean even further into him, felt him go partly slack in his
grip.

“Harry, this, right now, is also a consequence of the bleed-over, is it not?” Voldemort asked in
a low voice, even if he didn’t actually want to point it out in case Harry hadn’t realised it and
would back away, but that was exactly the reason that he had to say something.

“Yes, probably,” Harry whispered, but didn’t move away, much to Voldemort’s relief. “I
wanted to, and I … I gave in, even knowing that it’s a bleed-over. I thought it would feel
nice, and it does. Should I … should I move?” His voice was soft and plaintive.

For one short instant Voldemort could almost see Harry in his Naga shape, looking at him
with big, glowing green eyes, vulnerable, begging not to be turned away, and this time
Voldemort easily recognised that something was a bit off. Both in Harry and in himself, but
as neither of them actually minded he saw no reason to baulk.

“No, please do not move,” Voldemort said quietly and brushed his thumb up and down the
side of Harry’s neck and Harry gave a small shudder and tried to hide a moan against
Voldemort’s throat. It didn’t work very well. Probably no better than the satisfied smile
Voldemort attempted to conceal against Harry’s temple, when hearing that moan.

“I know there is a good chance that the soul shard won’t act up any more today,” Harry
muttered against his skin, “for some reason or another that I’m still not ready to think about.
But would you mind terribly spending some time in bed with me, skin against skin, just to
cuddle? Just to be certain that … that it won’t happen again today?”

“I would not mind that at all, Harry,” Voldemort answered.

And if he felt a little more eager, a little more elated, and a little more possessive at the
thought than he ordinarily would, he had no difficulty with that. 
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Harry spent the next day going through the many, many crates of books that Hermione had
left with him. The last few days she had been by many of their hiding places and gathered
together their enormous book hoard to give them to Harry, because he had told her about his
new library in his letters. At least, she gave him the books she didn’t want in her own, brand-
new library. Harry went through all the titles, one by one. Quite a few ended up in his own
study or the two bookshelves in his drawing room or the one in his bedroom. Mostly known
favourites, books that were good to have easy to hand and a few new titles from authors he
liked.

Some rare tomes that he suspected Voldemort would like to have a look at, he put aside in
their own pile. He was going to propose to have a bookshelf or two in the shared drawing
room between their suites. He could place books that he believed Voldemort would like there,
for easy access, and at the same time they would be safer there than in either of the libraries
in the Manor. While the Manor, and the libraries, wasn’t anything close to public, there was a
greater chance for guests in those places than in Harry’s and Voldemort’s shared drawing
room. Only someone with a death wish would intrude there.

Harry moved the rest of the books to the library he had made in the wing he shared with
Voldemort. He got help from Dobby and Topaz to figure out if the titles already were in the
library or not, and if they weren’t there, they got a new home there. The titles that already
were in the library ended up in another crate. That crate got sent down to the main library of
the Manor, in case there were titles that weren’t already there.

After all that was done it was almost teatime and Harry showered and changed and met with
his husband and housemates in the conservatory. Seeing the big room filled with greenery, he
remembered the conversation between Voldemort and him the morning before, where they
agreed to add both a breakfast room and a conservatory to their own wing. Harry looked
forward to making the rooms.

Seeing Voldemort again sitting in his scarlet wingback chair, calm, collected and perfectly
turned out as always, made something shift and squirm inside Harry. He knew it was the
bleed-over from his time as a Naga and all the delicious things that had happened during that
short time - the bite mark was still obvious on his neck, to his silent delight -, but he still
couldn’t get himself to try to hold back on his feelings, at least not internally. They would
dissipate soon enough, and his brain would go back to normal. Until then, he gave himself
permission to find Voldemort very attractive and to revel in his voice and touch. He honestly
thought it could do him some good, to truly want to be so close to the man. With familiarity
comes safety, and while both his body and mind mostly remembered the fact that Voldemort
was safe, some days were still more difficult than others.

During tea Harry didn’t initiate any physical contact, but he came close several times before
he stopped himself, as he felt that this wasn’t the time nor the place, and he saw that



Voldemort noticed his plight. He didn’t comment, stare or even smile, but he still gave Harry
more attention than he usually did, and Harry had to admit that Voldemort usually was quite
attentive towards Harry whenever they were close. It was in the way he looked at Harry, the
way his body was partly turned towards Harry even if he talked to someone else, and the
softening around his mouth when their gazes met.

Voldemort’s clear attentiveness as well as understanding look every time Harry almost
touched him, helped calm him down. Voldemort knew what was going on and didn’t mind, at
least not after the first time Harry reached for him, when Harry swore he could see worry and
an urgent question in those crimson eyes. When Harry shook his head no, it wasn’t the soul
shard, Voldemort drew the right conclusion and relaxed.

The fact that it was so hard to keep his hands off his husband, combined with his own
decision to practice closeness now when he wanted it so much, made him speak up when
Astoria and Draco were done with their tea, and he asked Voldemort to remain while the
other two left.

Harry looked at Voldemort and suddenly he felt hesitant. Voldemort waited calmly, watching
him.

“So … I have been going through a lot of books that Hermi brought yesterday … No, that’s
probably not the right place to begin, even if it’s relevant. Right, the thing is, I have been
thinking about what Hermi proposed, about doing something during the soul shard episodes,
to make them easier to deal with. I found some books that might be interesting, even for you,
of course you may already have read them, but I found several and perhaps …” He stopped
and closed his mouth for a moment. “My point is that I would like to try her idea, both in
regard to distraction and with regards to sitting down together before I feel the need or the
pain, so maybe I will feel less forced.

“Today would be a good day for the first test, as I at the moment very much like the thought
of being in your arms. And if it works, maybe we can try it now and again and hopefully,
hopefully, my bad days will be a bit easier if it works out.”

“I believe that seems like a decent suggestion, Harry. We might retire right after dinner, look
at the books you have put aside and sit down then. That should leave us ample time before
the soul shard starts to make it difficult.”

Harry nodded, then swallowed hard, suddenly feeling cold.  “If … if what happened
yesterday don’t happen again, that is.” He shuddered.

He still had no idea of why or how that had happened. They had been in the middle of a duel
when pain had brought him straight to his knees, without any warning whatsoever. It felt like
he had been pushing through the burning need and the beginning pain and then suddenly
noticed when the pain had become excruciating, but he didn’t think a normal duel, even a
normal duel with Hermione, was enough for him not to notice the need, let alone the
beginning of the pain. Both of them were usually quite impossible to ignore. The Battle of
Hogsmeade had been the only exception so far, and that had led to his collapse hours after he
was supposed to collapse, not before. Which made this event only so much worse.



“I would like to know the facts of the case, if you would tell me,” Voldemort said in a low,
quiet voice.

Harry shuddered, but began to tell him exactly what had happened, bit by bit. He had to stop
when he reached the point right after Hermione had yelled for Voldemort, he thought he was
actually going to retch at just the memory of the desperation and pain. To know that there
was nothing he could do, absolutely nothing, to get away from such pain … There was
nowhere to run, nowhere to hide, no one to push away, disarm or kill. Nothing he could do.
Nothing. And on top of that he now knew that there was a real chance that he might lash out
at Voldemort, when Voldemort meant to help him. He might harm Voldemort, harm the only
one that could make the pain go away, make it possible for him to breathe again, make it
possible for him to live.

So, he had begged Hermione, again and again, not to let him harm Voldemort. And while his
own memories had been blurry with pain and desperation at that point, Hermione had later
told him that his hands had transformed and that he had tried very hard to get free from her
grip. Get free to rip into Voldemort.

And all that, all that had happened without any warning at all.

Without any warning, and hours before it should have happened.

“We will find a solution for this too, my own, my Harry.” Long, cool fingers stroked his
warm cheek, stroked away his desperate tears. 

Harry opened eyes he hadn’t realised that he had closed and looked at Voldemort. The man
was kneeling in front of his chair, a hand stretched out towards his face. Now he halted and
his fingers barely touched Harry’s cheek.

“We will find a solution to make you safe,” Voldemort said in a low voice, meeting his gaze
with an assurance Harry couldn’t begin to comprehend. Harry tilted his head towards the
hand hovering right by his face, and the hand cradled his cheek, thumb swiping away at the
silent tears.

“It hurt so bloody much.” Harry closed his eyes again and just tried to focus on the hand
instead of the memories of pain and confusion. “So bloody much.”

“I know, my own, I understand, and we will do whatever we can to make certain that it does
not happen again.”

A quiet sob escaped Harry before he could stop it and he leaned towards Voldemort,
breathing out in a relieved sigh when the man drew him into a hug. If he was close to
Voldemort, then the pain wouldn’t get the chance to ravage him for long, at the very least.

That thought was the reason Harry asked to spend time with Voldemort while the man
worked. If they were close, he would be safer. And while he knew that he in a day or two
would refuse that solution - because it would make him feel trapped and cornered and he
would rather live with the threat of extreme pain, or the pain itself, than being trapped - right
now the memory of the pain and desperation was too fresh to deny. Voldemort agreed as he



didn’t have any bigger meetings and the small ones he could hold in his more public study on
the first floor, with Harry in the room.

Harry sat down in a big, soft chair in the corner with his notebooks, books and writing
implements and put up a silencing bubble around him so he wouldn’t disturb people and
people wouldn’t disturb him. Then, with a heavy sigh, he opened one of his notebooks and
began to write with a non-magical, a Nomagi, pen, all the things he still thought about Remus
Lupin, all the things he would have done to him if he had found the blasted man alive, all the
reasons he hated the man, all the reasons he felt betrayed. He wrote until his wand buzzed
after twenty minutes and then he put away the notebook, put away the whole topic and all the
feelings, and picked up another notebook.

The next task was a bit easier, now, as the frustration and doubt and hate and grief and shock
had lessened with time. He wrote down the things that were problematic with his situation,
with his marriage, with his life. He wrote down the things he wouldn’t discuss with
Voldemort, Astoria, Draco or anyone really, but Hermione. Because she knew he was capable
of feeling those things, thinking those thoughts, and still be decent enough towards
Voldemort and his housemates, still be able and willing to keep to the peace treaty and his
marriage vows.

He wrote about how much he hated to be bound so close to the man that had brought him and
his loved ones so much pain. The vows were one thing, living in the same house was one
thing, but a soul bond that would ensure he couldn’t fucking live without the other man? A
mind bridge that, while extremely useful, actually made it possible for the two of them to
possess each other, even if that had only happened once so far. What the bloody fuck! Who
needed that!

He wrote about the sorrow of knowing that he never would be able to really choose his own
life now, or his own partner in life. For while he now knew that he would have choices, more
than he had ever had before, more than he ever had hoped he would get, as he had believed
he would die in the war, the fact still was that he wouldn’t be able to travel with Hermione
anymore. Or settle down in a beautiful green valley they had encountered in Argentina, nor
would he ever get the chance to fall in love and be with that person. He was stuck here in
Britain, by Voldemort’s side, in a way he had never believed possible. In a way he hadn’t
really feared he would ever be stuck, because he hadn’t known about the soul shard and all it
would bring. And that rankled, after years where he had done what he wanted and gone
where he wished, he now was absolutely dependent on having Voldemort close.

So, of course he hated that, of course it infuriated him! How could anyone believe anything
else!

His wand buzzed again, and he put away the second notebook. The notebooks had been
Hermione’s idea. The second day they had sent letters to each other he had barely hinted at
the fact that there were so many feelings, so many despairing thoughts swimming around in
his brain without any outlet, even more after Remus Lupin was discovered. So much he
couldn’t speak about or even think about, lest it got too close and made it hard for him to
interact with the new people in his life.



The day after he had gotten three notebooks in the first letter from her, with instructions on
how to use them. How to set aside a certain amount of time to write in each book, and to put
away the thoughts and feelings the rest of the time. To give himself an outlet and to stop
himself from stewing in the feelings at the same time.

Since then, he had written in all three books every day after tea, like clockwork, except
yesterday when Hermione had been with him. And it had helped, it had helped with the shock
after Lupin’s betrayal and it had helped with the grief over his own situation, a grief he only
had pushed away until Hermione sent him those books, because feeling that grief, listening to
that grief, would only make it worse. Now he could let it out, let it go, word by word, day by
day, and he felt better for it already.

The first time he had really talked about it was the day before, when Hermione asked, and
that had made him feel even better, even lighter. The knowledge that Hermione would always
be there now, that they never had to spend that much time apart again, had removed a boulder
from his chest. A boulder he had gotten so used to that when it was removed, he couldn’t
quite believe the relief he felt, because he had refused to look too closely at those feelings
too, in case they would crush him if he did.

The third notebook was a book of good things, something to remind him that happiness still
existed, also for him. Even if some days it only was very small things. He didn’t have a set
time for that, he could write as little or as much as he wanted, as long as it only was good
things and good feelings, and he did write something every day.

Today he wrote two pages about the relief and joy about seeing Hermione again, and he
smiled while he did it. Then he made himself stop, because he knew he could continue a lot
longer and not really write anything new. After hesitating for a little while he wrote down the
experience of being marked as a Naga, by his mate, about the feelings, the scents, the
thoughts, and the delight of knowing he had a mate that wanted him. He knew that the
experience would pale a bit when he got his normal brain back, but he highly doubted he
would ever regret it. He wasn’t human enough anymore to regret his mate, or the fact that he
was claimed by him. Those were good things in his life, safe things, as was the mark on his
throat. He had felt so deliriously happy with his mate in his coils, so safe, so pleased, so
exhilarated. He already missed the feelings; he only hoped it would be easier when the bleed-
over finally ended.

Then there was the hugs and attention he had gotten from Voldemort both last night and
today. Those were good things, safe things. Even with the hours every day where they were
close because of the soul shard, even with the Breaks that made the experience calmer and
safer, he seldom truly wanted to be close to the man. Only twice had he truly wanted that
without any kind of outside interference; the second time they had had sex and the time he
was a Naga, less than 48 hours ago. The exception was last night and today, then he had
wanted the closeness very much. It was interference that had made him want to be close, that
was true, but it was interference from inside, from him, not the soul shard and not the calm
Voldemort could force him to feel when he asked. It was him, just him, all him, even if it
wasn’t the human part of him.

That made all the difference, and he wasn’t entirely sure if that made sense or not.



Still, it was a good thing, and he was grateful that Voldemort had agreed to try Hermione’s
suggestions tonight.

Finally, Harry put away the last notebook too, and looked over the three books he had
brought with him before deciding to read an old favourite. He wasn’t quite focused enough to
try something new.

The soul shard remained calm until after dinner, much to Harry’s appreciation.

Harry and Voldemort went to Harry’s suite and Harry pointed at the small pile of books in
one corner and told him about the idea of some bookshelves in their shared drawing room.
They went through the books and Voldemort found several he hadn’t read before.

“How’s your Archaic Latin?” Harry asked.

“Perfect, of course,” Voldemort turned to look at him with a raised eyebrow.

“Of course, how stupid of me. Mine is functional at best, and I have wanted to give this one a
try for some time. Want to read it with me?” He held out a tome, it was old, but not actually
so old as the Archaic Latin language. Harry suspected it had been copied over into new books
several times without any kind of translation on the language.

Voldemort looked at the book, then slowly took it from him and leafed through the first few
pages. Harry noted that his hands clutched at the book cover, before he forced himself to
release his grip.

“The book will stay at the Manor,” Harry said, “it’s mine, you will have full access to it.”

Voldemort nodded. “I would like to read this with you.” He also picked up a couple of other
books and they went to sit down in one of the sofas in Harry’s drawing room. Voldemort
enlarged the sofa by a lot, took off his robe and found a comfortable position against the back
of the sofa before looking at Harry. Harry removed his robe too and sat down between
Voldemort’s legs. He felt his whole body relax when Voldemort put his arms around him and
when one of those long hands carded through his hair, he gave a contented sigh. A soft
blanket, the gift from Hermione, landed over them and a chill that had threatened to give him
gooseflesh, disappeared.

“I have a few questions, but if you would prefer to begin with the book right away, I will not
object.” Voldemort stroked down Harry’s throat and chest, it was comforting, and Harry had
no trouble with talking, as long as Voldemort didn’t remove his hands.

“Always so curious. We can talk.”

“If I have understood things correctly one of the things that make you detest the soul shard
and the closeness that you need with me to calm it down, is that you have no choice in the
matter, that you are forced. Yet, today you proposed sitting down with me earlier than
necessary. You specifically said it would be easier today than on other days, so I assume it
has to do with the bleed-over from your Naga-self. How is that an improvement? You are
pushed, gentler than on other occasions maybe, but you are still pushed into my arms.”



“I’m not a Naga at the moment, even if the bleed-over gives me a bit of the Naga instincts,
but I’m still not entirely human. I’m never entirely human, not anymore.” He stopped for a
moment. It was still weird for him to think about that, weirder still that it had taken him years
and a conversation with Voldemort to actually realise it.

“And the bleed-over, the wish for closeness to my mate,” Harry felt Voldemort hug him
harder for a second and he knew that Voldemort liked that fact that they were mates just as
much as Harry did, which was to say; a lot, “the bleed-over is me. It comes from me, not
from the outside. I want this, not anyone or anything else. No outside forces. Just me. And
because of that this is so much easier to deal with than it is when it’s the soul shard who
forces it.”

Voldemort was quiet for a little while, before he kissed the side of Harry’s face several times,
almost making Harry purr. Harry hadn’t asked him to do so, and Voldemort hadn’t asked if it
was alright that he did, but still, this was exactly what Harry wanted right now. Exactly what
he needed. And Voldemort gave it to him with an assurance that made Harry bask in the
attention and the touches. Voldemort hugged, cuddled, stroked, and kissed him because he
wanted to.

His mate wanted him.

“I am grateful for that fact,” Voldemort said in a low voice. “And likewise grateful that you
are comfortable enough with me to ask for this when you wanted it.”

“Well, as you have proven that you are somewhat weak to begging, that would have been my
next choice, as I’m not at all above begging for what I want.”

Voldemort shifted a bit behind him, tried to draw away, and Harry pressed himself closer,
only to realise the reason for Voldemort’s movement. He was getting hard, just at the thought
of Harry begging.

“Harry …” Voldemort said softly, as if to a scared animal.

Harry leaned his head back and to the side to kiss Voldemort’s jaw.

“Why now?” Harry asked. “You have never gotten hard when we have laid down together
before, even if it has been every night for months?”

“Your genuine distress, obvious or not, is hardly exciting for me,” Voldemort’s tone became
caustic.

“Oh, yeah, that makes perfect sense.”

“I am delighted that you think so.” The tone was still scathing.

“But you didn’t mind biting me,” Harry checked, because while he had truly loved it and
would most likely want more of it, no matter his shape, not everyone liked to be a part of it.
And Voldemort might very well get off on torturing people, but it sounded like Harry wasn’t
one of those people he would get off on torturing. At least not anymore, thank fuck. So,



Harry didn’t know what Voldemort thought of giving Harry the pain he sometimes wanted,
almost craved.

“You were hardly in distress then, my own, and you begged me for it, so eagerly, so
beautifully.” Voldemort’s voice got low, part smooth velvet, part yearning, and he kissed
Harry’s temple.

The voice, the words and their meaning made Harry harden too, and he could feel Voldemort
get even harder against Harry’s back. Voldemort gave a small hiss in irritation and tried again
to put some space between them, and this time Harry let him. He was driven by his own want
for intimacy, not the soul shards, he had a choice now, and it seemed to bother Voldemort, so
he stayed put.

“I appreciate all of that and I’m very grateful that you don’t like me in distress, but right now
I don’t mind if what we talk about gets you hard. I’m getting hard too; it happens. We can’t
do anything about it right now, though, so we might as well change the subject.”

Voldemort kissed his temple again. “Yes, that would be wise. May I ask my next question?”

“Sure.” Harry took one of Voldemort’s hands and placed it against the lower part of his face.
Voldemort hummed in amusement but obediently stroked his skin.

“You have been looking forward to seeing Granger again for weeks, probably months, but
you spend one day together and then she is off to Greece on an errand that, while important,
is hardly important enough to leave for so long when she has just reconnected with you. Why
is that?”

Harry felt cold seep into him at the question and he wondered if Voldemort already knew
enough to guess why Hermione had chosen to run that errand immediately instead of letting
it wait. Voldemort was right, it wasn’t so very important. If Harry stayed away from his Naga
shape it wouldn’t be a problem at all, and while he really liked that shape, it was his choice.
So, Hermione could have waited with her errand for quite some time, even indefinitely. Harry
thought that he and Hermione between them probably had given Voldemort enough clues to
piece together why it was extremely important that they got some answers from the Naga-
clan. Because not everything goes as planned and accidents happen and if there was one thing
that could not, would not happen, would never, ever happen …

“Harry?” Voldemort’s hand carded through his hair.

“I will tell you one part of the answer, but I … not all of it. Just … not all of it.”

“Very well. Tell me what you are comfortable with, my Harry.”

That was the second time he had used the possessive in front of Harry’s name that day, and
Harry had to admit that he didn’t mind it any more than he minded ‘my own’. He had been
afraid the first time Voldemort called him that, afraid that it hinted at Voldemort’s
possessiveness taking over, hinted at less choices, stricter rules, and closed doors, but
Voldemort had promised him that it wouldn’t be the case. And as in every other situation



where Voldemort had given Harry his word, he had kept it. Therefore, Harry didn’t mind, he
thought he even liked it a bit, at least with his Naga side influencing him.

He relaxed against Voldemort and took a deep breath.

“First of all, Hermi is as good as I’m at making portkeys. She might have gone to Greece, but
the travel time is nothing. We agreed that she will come visit again the day after tomorrow,
even if she isn’t able to get any answers from the Naga-clan by then. She will just keep going
back until she is satisfied.

“Also, Susan informed us, separately, that we should give the rest of you some time to …
acclimatise to the two of us, together. She seemed to think that we can be a bit … much when
together and that it would be better all-around if we gave you some time to recuperate
between the times you have to deal with the both of us.” Harry chuckled. “Both Hermi and I
found this a tad hard to believe, and Susan hasn’t seen us together for years, so we asked
around amongst allies and friends and apparently, Susan is right. We didn’t usually hang out
with other people for long periods of time, keeping mostly to ourselves, and the bastards told
us they were grateful for that fact.

“So, since we want to make sure that no one in the Manor puts up too much of a fight when
Hermi comes for a visit, we decided to give you some time. In the beginning, don’t expect it
to last, though.”

“Yes, I can definitely see what Head Bones indicated. You are a confusion.”

“Excuse me? Did you just mangle a sentence?!” Harry snickered. 

“I most certainly did not.” Voldemort huffed.

“Yes, yes you did.”

“A pack of wolves. A pride of lions. A murder of crows. A confusion consisting of Harry and
Granger.”

Harry laughed, pressing himself into Voldemort, feeling the man hug him closer.

“A confusion. We are a confusion. I like it. And I fear Susan and the others would agree with
you. Our pack name is Confusion. I have to admit that I would have liked something closer to
the name of my dad’s pack; the Marauders, but Confusion works.”

“You are feral enough for a whole pride of Nundu’s, my Harry, you do not need any kind of
advertising.”

“Hah, coming from you, I will take that as a compliment.”

“Good, I meant it as such.” He hesitated for a moment. “How are you feeling? I believe the
soul shard began to make its demands a little while ago, going by your reactions.”

“I … yeah …” Harry took a deep breath and felt the tugging, the longing, the need for
closeness, but it didn’t get more insistent, it didn’t get painful, because he already had skin



against skin contact with Voldemort, he was already in the other man’s arms. He couldn’t get
any closer. “I’m alright. It didn’t hurt, I didn’t really feel the need either, I think I just pressed
closer without completely noticing it. I … have to admit that it’s kind of a relief, not having
to feel that need burn tonight, nor having the need turn into pain.”

“I am grateful for that. It was the plan, after all.”

“Yes, yes it was.”

They sat silent for a moment before Harry floated the chosen book up in front of them and
opened it on the first page.

“When I said that my Archaic Latin was functional at best, I didn’t exaggerate. I’m afraid
you will have to help me quite a bit with the translation.”

“The difference is hardly that great, Harry.”

“I beg to differ, I find it difficult to read, even though my regular Latin is quite good.”

“Beg all you want, I like it.” Voldemort’s voice was pure velvet in his ear, hot breath tickling
against the shell of his ear and his throat, and Harry shivered and gasped.

“No fair using that voice on me,” he whined, pressing himself closer to the man behind him,
gripping Voldemort’s arms with his own.

Voldemort chuckled, a deep sound in his chest that was even better than the velvet smooth
voice. Harry squirmed in the tight grip, almost afraid that he would end up too far away and
that the soul shard would react, but Voldemort held him close, held him safe. It was a rare
sound out of his husband, and Harry delighted in it. 

“Would you like me to read out loud? And then you can tell me if there is something that you
do not understand.”

Did he want to listen to that voice read to him? What a stupid question.

“Yes, please.” Harry snuggled into the arms of his husband, his mate, held tight, held safe,
covered with the blanket from Hermione. He knew that his comfort, his wish, to be right
here, right now, was from his Naga-self, but he didn’t care. It was his wish, his choice, even
if it was another part of him, a part with a different way of thinking, feeling and experiencing;
it was still him, still Harry. Just Harry.

And he was allowed to enjoy the good things in life when they came along.

Chapter End Notes
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Life with Granger Around
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“My Lord, may I have a word in private?” Astoria said as soon as she stepped out of the fire
grate after the Dark Lord. It had been a long day at the Ministry, the subject had been magical
beings, a very contentious topic, that had left her with a headache. The specific focus today
had been werewolves. And after Remus Lupin’s extreme betrayal, a lot of people wanted to
exterminate, or at the very least subjugate, werewolves altogether. But that had never been
part of the plan, and Salazar help her, if the Light didn’t fight against that decision. They
were still a bloodthirsty lot and feeling that they had lost the war (had anyone actually won,
Astoria sometimes wondered in the dark silence of her bedroom) they wanted to get revenge
for their dead children.

The Dark Lord had had to interfere in the discussion between the parties not once, not twice,
but three times, and then he began to send people away. She would never have been that
lenient with the lot of them, and she knew that less than two years ago the Dark Lord would
have used the Cruciatus Curse instead of his voice, but he wanted peace, to keep the peace,
and he had learned patience better than she had.

“Of course,” the Dark Lord said, and she followed him to the study he had on the first floor
of the wing he shared with Harry.

While walking she listened and looked for Harry, or Granger, but didn’t see anything of either
of them. She hoped Granger was here, hoped she was mistaken and that nothing was wrong,
but if she wasn’t mistaken, she needed to know, and to know if there was anything she could
do. Because the Harry she had seen during the tea with Granger two days ago had been a new
man, a man without the world on his shoulders and only grief and loneliness in his heart. She
had thought he had adapted well to his new life, but after just that one glimpse of Granger
and him together, she knew she was wrong. He hadn’t adapted well at all, he had survived,
merely survived, and nothing more, and he deserved better.

The Dark Lord was seated behind his desk and made a motion for her to sit before he looked
at her.

“My Lord, do you know if something happened the day Granger visited? Something to keep
her away, as she still hasn’t come back? Has it anything to do with Harry … with Harry
screaming that evening, in the duelling room?” She twisted her hands in her lap, she couldn’t
help herself. If something had gone badly wrong, if the witch had visited and then decided
that she didn’t like how Harry was now, how he lived and interacted with the Dark Lord, with
Draco and herself … She would have to find her and tell her a thing or two about friendship,
and about Harry and the relief and happiness she had seen in him that day, and never before.

“No, Astoria, nothing is wrong,” the Dark Lord said. “Harry told me that Granger will be
back tomorrow. Harry also told me that the reason for this, for the two days between the
visits, is a favour to us, to help us get used to them together.” His crimson eyes gleamed with



something Astoria suspected was amusement. “Apparently, Head Bones, and others,
informed them that they can be a handful when together, and that it would be better to ease us
into it. He also informed me that this favour has a time limit. Consider yourself warned.”

Yes, Astoria decided while watching her Lord, definitely amusement. Which spoke well for
the chances of this endeavour, very well indeed. But looking back at that day, at the shut and
barred library door, at the tea with the two of them and at Granger’s voice booming through
the Manor and Harry’s screaming, she could also see what Harry’s friends meant. There had
been more upheaval in the Manor that one day than it usually was in an entire month, now
that they had peace. Of course, she doubted all of it actually was Harry or Granger’s direct
fault, but still …

“I will consider myself warned, my Lord,” she said with a smile.

“Good. I will see you at tea in half an hour.”

Astoria got up, bowed and left.

Later, she would look back at that conversation to remind herself that she had, in fact, been
warned.

 

XXXXX

 

Astoria was just a few steps away from the Floo-room when she felt the wards ping with an
incoming apparition, then she heard someone stumble and swear up a storm.

“Fuckings Naga! I will bloody flay them for this, just see if I don’t … Ah, fuck! Come on,
come on …!” More stumbling and Astoria hurried towards the room just to see Granger
standing on one knee on the floor, her wand raised in a bloody and shaking hand, while
giving that hand a furious look. The wand shook too much to finish a proper spell pattern.
The witch then lifted her other, equally bloody hand, to her mouth and whistled loudly. The
sound spilt the air, a lot louder than it had any right to be, and made Astoria let go of all the
parchment scrolls that she held to cover her ears. As soon as the sound stopped, she lowered
her hands and almost ran up to the bloody and battered woman on the floor. Granger was
gingerly sitting down with a slump in her shoulders, still swearing beneath her breath.

A similar whistle sounded, this time from another part of the Manor and Granger looked up
to see Astoria draw closer.

“Let me help you!” Astoria demanded.

“You can’t, but I give you leave to try. Naga venom needs a special kind of antivenom, so
unless you have some just laying around …”

Astoria shook her head, but removed all the blood coating Granger’s skin and clothes. Now
she could see several shallow cuts on Granger’s face and throat and chest, cuts that bled far



too much to be normal. She shuddered. Naga venom. She tried several healing spells anyway,
but the cuts just opened up again the moment after the spells closed them.

Harry ran into the room.

“What the bloody fuck, Hermi! When you said you would pull their tails, I didn’t think you
meant it literally!”

“I didn’t!” Granger rasped.

“Then what the hell did you do?!”

“Lick first, storytime later!” Granger pointed at her chest, still oozing blood in a rather
ominous way.

Harry swore, then he transformed into a Naga right in front of her. Astoria hadn’t seen this
form before, just heard him talk about it, one of his favourite forms. His massive tail was
covered in green scales, darker, almost black, on top, lighter, emerald-green, on the bottom.
She could see emerald-green scales in some places on his torso and face too, his now almost
glowing green eyes had vertical pupils and his hair flowed down his back. Astoria took it all
in and felt the small part of her that was still snakelike, approve of what she saw, what she
felt, from the Naga. A kindred spirit, someone who had much of the serpent under his skin,
like she had, like her Lord had.

Harry coiled up next to Granger that now lay flat on the floor panting, and began to lick her
wounds. First the ones on her chest then on her neck and then on to her face. When he had
licked a wound, it seemed to close easily enough under his healing spell. Granger’s harsh
breathing became easier and when Harry sat up, she gave a sigh.

“Fucking Naga!” she muttered.

“Thanks,” Harry crossed his arms over his naked chest and scowled, but not very menacingly,
down at her.

Granger snorted and began rooting around in her pocket, without getting up.

“Not you, you idiot. The others in that backwater thing they call a village.” She found what
she was looking for in her pocket, drew out a small box, opened it and put one of the small
round stones, bezoars, Astoria realised, in her mouth and swallowed. “They weren’t very
willing to talk to me, not about what I wanted to talk about, anyway. And in the end, I was
apparently considered a threat.”

“Fancy that,” Harry said, deadpan.

Granger grimaced. “I had, honestly, not done anything at that point, besides asked questions.
Questions they didn’t like, I will grant you, but not anything that would hurt them to answer.
Except that they have a really, really, really old-fashioned view on family and childbearing
and that they considered my questions a defamation against their way of life, even if it didn’t



in any way concern them, but you.” Granger looked right into Harry’s eyes. “You are never,
ever, to go anywhere near that village. Ever.”

“We already knew that much, Hermi.” Harry huffed, tail twitching.

“No, seriously. You would end up burning them all to crisp before they got out two
sentences.”

“How come you didn’t?” He raised an eyebrow.

“Their backwardness doesn’t concern me, the way it does you.”

“Care to tell me how you got their venom in your blood, without actually being bitten? Those
were claw marks.”

“Apparently, Naga that are going to fight produce a lot of venom and lick their claws so
every scratch can be lethal.”

“Why did you lick her?” Astoria heard herself ask, even if she should be at the Ministry by
now.

Harry looked at her with those eerie green eyes. “Naga are in fact not resistant to their own
venom, but they produce copious amounts of antivenom in their saliva, so the two neutralise
each other perfectly. The bezoar at the end was an extra precaution. Alone it wouldn’t have
helped, but after the administration of the antivenom in my saliva, it would remove the last
bit of venom in her body.”

Astoria nodded and got to her feet, so did Granger. She stretched a bit and Astoria kept an
eye on her while summoning all her scrolls, but the other witch seemed fine now. Astoria
almost lost her grip on her scrolls again when Granger suddenly gripped Harry’s neck.

“Change back, Harry.”

Harry hissed, his whole tail lashing through the room and Astoria jumped out of the way.

“None of that. Change back. I know what you are thinking, don’t imagine that I don’t, and
the answer is absolutely fucking not! Change!” Granger shook him by the neck and Astoria
wondered if she maybe should interfere, but she got the distinct impression that Granger not
only knew what she was doing; it was also necessary.

“I can ssssmell him!” Harry hissed.

“Yeah, I know, and that’s a problem.”

“He isss mine! Mine!”

“Yes, Harry, he is yours, in any and all shapes, that’s why you will change back now.
Change!”



If the situation hadn’t been as tense as it was, Astoria would have grinned after Harry’s
declaration. She knew that the Dark Lord was quite possessive, he was even possessive over
her if someone made trouble for her. She was his lieutenant, his next in command, his, and no
one should be stupid enough to forget it. She knew without any doubt that he very much
considered Harry as his. More his than anyone or anything else, save, maybe, Nagini.
Apparently, the Dark Lord wasn’t the only possessive individual in that relationship. She felt
that that was as it should be.

Harry changed to his normal shape again and stood silent beside Granger with her arm
around his shoulders, before he slowly leaned against her.

“Sorry, that was … that was not on purpose. He isn’t even here right now, but at the
Ministry.”

“You have nothing to be sorry for, it was just instinct. I will continue to work on those Naga
and get some answers.”

“Not if you come back like this, you won’t.”

“There was a young Healer there, he might not be as backward as everyone else and might be
willing to actually listen to the situation before condemning me.”

“Just … be careful. Please, be careful,” Harry begged in a low voice before straightening. 

“I will, don’t you worry. I will shield a lot better next time.”

“Or bring back-up, or both,” Astoria said. “I would be willing to come with you, if you will
have me. If it is important for Harry to get this information about one of his shapes, I would
like to help.”

Granger’s one functioning eye narrowed in on her, then she nodded slowly. “I will consider
it. I should probably give them some time to calm down first, anyway.”

Astoria nodded at her and saw how Harry turned his face and focused on her, then frowned.

“Oh, it’s one of those meetings,” he said in a low voice.

She shrugged and then gave a sigh. “Yes, it is. I can’t say I like it, but I know that it’s very
necessary.”

“What’s up?” Granger asked.

“Every two weeks we meet to discuss the Mug … Nomagi problem.”

Granger stiffened and Astoria hurried on.

“Or it might be better to say that we discuss the problem, the threat, the Nomagi can become
for us if, when, they discover us, and what we can do to postpone that day, and resolve the
situation. The Dark Lord has made it clear that he doesn’t wish to rebuild magical Britain
only to have it fall to Nomagis in a hundred years or so.” She gave a heavier sigh. “So far, we



only try to gather information about them and their science and weapons and politics
concerning other people, but … those meetings feel so heavy. We are just done with one war,
and we are already preparing for another.”

“Igitur qui desiderat pacem, praeparet bellum,” Granger said, the Latin falling from her lips
as if it was her native tongue.

“If you want peace, prepare for war,” Harry translated with a nod. “And right now, we come
from one war, as you said, right now we remember how to do it and why we don’t want to do
it again. There is no better time to prepare for war than now.”

Granger gave a solemn nod. “I have been reading up on Nomagi politics, weapons, war and
general science these past months, just because of this issue. So, Harry and I will join you in
the next meeting, before that I will gather all my materials so you can read my sources
yourself.”

Astoria gave her a little smile. That did absolutely not sound like an offer, but even if it
actually had been an offer, and not an order, Astoria would have welcomed it. There were
few adult Nonmagi born now, and even fewer that wanted anything to do with their
government, which Astoria could understand very well. The people that stood with one leg in
both worlds would be the ones that would have the easiest time with finding the necessary
information. Like Granger.

“I will keep you updated,” Astoria promised, “but now I really need to go.”

“You do that. I will get this one a Blood Replenisher and then straight in the shower.” Harry
put an arm around Granger.

“I can just put up my tent outside …” Granger began.

“Or you could take a look at your own rooms and try out the rather splendid bathroom there.”

“I have rooms?”

“Yeah, apparently Voldemort got told before the marriage, from three different sources, that
the two of us are a package deal.” Harry looked over Granger’s head and winked rather
knowingly at Astoria. “So, he prepared your rooms at the same time he prepared mine.”

“What?”

“They are really nice, I think you will like them.” Harry towed Granger with him out the door
and Astoria stood alone in the room, bemused. She had thought she would be the only one
who would dare to tell the Dark Lord that he got a two for one deal when he married Harry,
but obviously not. At least her Lord had known what he was getting himself into. Only time
would show if he could deal with it, with them, or not.

Astoria shook herself and hurried towards the Floo. Now she really was late, but at least she
could give the news that Granger had done quite a bit of research and would bring it all to the



next meeting. When they knew more about what they would be up against, they could
prepare better. She hoped.

 

XXXXX

 

Astoria saw Harry and Granger again at tea the same day. Granger seemed clean and whole
and completely unbothered by her close brush with death where she sat in the silvery velvet
armchair next to Harry with a knee tucked against her chest and an arm around it. Harry sat
smiling in the chair next to her, his legs in a lotus position instead of with his feet on the floor
the way he had always sat, up until now.

“Alright, so that might not have been the best idea, but we could try a variation …” Harry
said when Astoria drew closer. He turned to her and smiled, a bigger, happier and more
relaxed smile than she thought she had ever seen on his face. “How did the meeting go?”

“Both better and worse than I feared,” she admitted and sat down. Her Lord already sat on his
crimson chair next to Harry and Draco was right behind her, so she began to pour the tea.
“Some were relieved when I told them that we might have a very good researcher on side that
would bring her research to us to help. Others got … nasty when I told them who it was.
Granger, might I appeal to you to teach me that soap suds curse you have used with such
great success? I’m trying not to curse people too seriously, but today my patience was tried
very hard, and I need some outlet on the idiots.” She gave her Lord the first cup of tea and he
accepted with a nod.

Granger beamed at her, actually beamed at her.

“With pleasure! Right after tea? We have a rule that we refrain from using magic while
eating.” She pointed between herself and Harry. “It makes for a calmer atmosphere.” She
turned to Harry. “I think I begin to see why you like her,” she said, as if Astoria herself
wasn’t sitting right there, listening. 

“Told you,” Harry said, unbothered, and accepted his cup from her and began to doctor it
immediately.

“But I won’t trust her just because I think I will like her.”

“I didn’t ask you to change your personality, just to give her a chance.”

Astoria found the implication fascinating. Had Harry asked Granger to give Astoria a chance
to prove herself as a likeable person, despite their years of enmity? It did sound like that. And
if Granger would give her a chance, then Astoria most certainly would return the favour, if
for nothing else, then for Harry, to make it easier for him to be around them both.

Granger nodded decisively and then looked at Astoria again. “Harry and I have actually
discussed changing the curse a bit, because of the idiots who use a bit too much time to learn



from their mistakes.” She accepted her cup from Astoria with a nod, but checked it with a
wandless and non-verbal spell before doctoring it to her liking

“We are thinking of a disgusting taste that linger in their mouths after the soap disappears.
First for an hour, and if they don’t learn after three times, then for two hours, and so on.”
Harry grinned mischievously and sipped his tea.

“We want to make the curse a bit more … sentient too,” Granger continued after a sip of her
tea. “It won’t just be a horrible taste, it will be the worst taste they personally have ever
tasted, no matter what that is.”

“And just so you don’t think we do this just to play a nasty prank on the Dark side, there are
plenty of Light affiliated people that could learn to hold a civil tongue when speaking to
others, and the curse will work just as well on them,” Harry said.

“Like Doge,” Granger added smugly, making it obvious that if the man wasn’t already
cursed, he soon would be. “Damnable idiot. I didn’t get to Amelia, as she is locked up tight.
Though, she deserves a lot worse than some soap, the bloody traitor.” Granger scowled down
into her cup and Astoria suddenly remembered the times when someone from the Light side
had defected and given information or help to the Dark side during the war, or when their
spies had been found out. The extreme majority of them had been executed and displayed
very publicly. None of the deaths had been easy ones, going by the looks on the dead faces,
and their bodies, if their bodies were found.

There had been a rumour, a whisper, that it would be safer going against the Dark Lord
himself, then to turn traitor to the Light. She had tried to pay the rumour no heed, but it was
still a fact that a lot, as in nine out of ten, of their Light traitors and spies, turned up dead. The
public display of the corpses made the message clear; we might call ourselves Light, but
betray us and your are dead meat walking.

Concise, to the point and very, very effective.

They hadn’t gotten a lot of Light defectors the last three years of the war.

She swallowed and looked at Harry and Granger.

“How is Severus still alive?” she asked in a low voice.

Granger snorted and she and Harry looked at each other for long moments, obviously holding
a silent conversation with glances alone. In the end Granger gave a shrug with one shoulder.

“There is a peace treaty, and he has his pardon like the rest of us,” she said. “Punishing him
now is out of the question, anyway.” She looked at the Dark Lord with a glint in her eye and
Astoria knew, just knew, that this was some sort of test for her Lord. To see if he really would
stand by the treaty and the peace, when getting information he would not like. And she was
absolutely certain he would not like it.

“Some of it is skill and cunning on his side,” Harry said and looked at the Dark Lord,
gauging his reaction. “Some of it is leniency on ours. Because our own spies told us how he



did his best to keep the Death Eaters at Hogwarts in check and protect the students, back
when Hogwarts still stood, and he was Headmaster.”

Astoria almost gasped. “I remember that! I remember how he went between Alecto and
Amycus and the students again and again to defend the students, any student. He helped me
more than once; I wasn’t able to cast the Cruciatus on the first years.”

She hadn’t hated the other students. Hadn’t felt anything but sorrow and pity for them, and
fear for all their fates. Thus, she hadn’t been able to cast the curse and the twins had ripped
into her on several occasions and told her she was a pathetic Slytherin and nothing but food
for worms.

That was back when she, when they all, had thought that the war would be a short one and
things would calm down again.

That belief hadn’t lasted long.

Beside her Draco nodded. “I remember that too,” he said in a low voice.

“To our knowledge Severus never actually turned traitor to the Dark,” Harry said, “or became
a double spy, despite the Old Goat insisting that he had. He only did what he could in a
difficult situation. And while I never will like the bloody git, he did save children from
torture, if not death, with his own life on the line, and I can give him some respect for that.
Enough to not hunt him down with the same … fervour … that we did others.”

Harry was looking at the Dark Lord for a reaction, but Granger gave a lot of attention to her
scone.

Astoria herself didn’t know what to believe, what to feel. Severus had saved her a lot of pain
on several occasions, back when she was a child, but she had never really contemplated the
fact that he most likely did it against the Dark Lord’s orders, as Amycus and Alecto had been
set on the school to whip the students into shape, or to rip them down to make easy targets,
depending on the student. Severus shouldn’t have gone against the Dark Lord, but at the same
time, to torture children wasn’t right, would never be right …

Before she managed to slip further down the Niffler’s lair the Dark Lord spoke.

“At this point I can hardly complain about actions Severus took to save the lives of children,
when I myself was too far gone to realise the rightness of such actions, and the fault of my
own orders. I do not believe Severus was as loyal to me as you seem to think, Harry, but
again, at this point it no longer matters. If he does not decide to take up his wayward ways
again, that is, and risk the peace. We need every magical to help rebuild our world, Light or
Dark no longer matters, only the peace and security does.”

Astoria almost opened her mouth to speak, but stopped herself in time. Harry looked at the
Dark Lord and there was a small smile on his lips, small, but real and soft. The Dark Lord
might have chosen the words that would suit Harry best, and she suspected that Harry knew
that, but the Dark Lord had still chosen those words, still chosen to take that position, still
chosen to let sleeping Cerberus’ lie.



And she wasn’t going to dispute that, at all. She wouldn’t interfere in the Dark Lord’s plans
and attempts to calm Harry’s misgivings and fears, but neither would she again forget that
Severus might not be as loyal as he should have been. If Severus did anything to raise her
suspicion, she would get to the bottom of the situation before she informed the Dark Lord.
That was part of her responsibility, after all, to stop situations like that from ever occurring.

She refilled Draco’s cup when he put it down and he smiled at her, silver eyes crinkling,
almost certainly guessing what she was thinking.

“Back to soap and curses,” Granger said. “I will teach you the original curse after tea and
then I will teach you the new and improved one when we have finished with it. We are doing
that one more for fun than anything else. To get used to working together like that again, we
are going to continue to work on some excellent wards. Not sure if we will try some high
powered Nomagi repellent wards or the wards against bombs first. Harry is still thinking
about it. Oh, and I will bring all my research on Nomagi and war and all the rest we talked
about, in a couple of days, Mrs. Malfoy, so you can distribute it and make sure people have
read at least some of it before we join your meeting in two weeks. It’s not a … fun read, or an
uplifting one. Nomagi, or people in general really, do tend to dislike anything and anyone
different. Case in point; this recent war.” She gave a heavy sigh and shook her head, her mass
of black curls dancing around her shoulders.

“The high-powered repellent wards, then,” Harry said, as if they just now had held a longer
conversation about that issue. “We have some quite good anti bomb wards already. The
longer we can hide, the better. We should try to make the wards mess with their satellites and
other technology too, or they might see our areas from the air or space, and that’s no good.”

Granger nodded to him. “Very well. We should consider a combination of blood wards and
wards powered by a ritual and ley lines. I read quite a bit about it some weeks back and I
think it might have merit.”

“How would you combine two such different ward forms?” the Dark Lord asked with his
eyes on Granger. “I have certainly not even heard of the idea before, so where did you read
about it?”

“Oh, I didn’t read about the result,” Granger said, “just the two different ward types and I
think it would be possible to bend them to work together. We probably shouldn’t try it
anywhere close to people, though, in case it blows up in our faces.”

“Harry?” the Dark Lord looked sharply at Harry and Harry hurried to swallow his tea.

“We don’t usually try out new things before we are certain that it’s theoretically sound. If you
wish, you can check out the theory before we try it?” he offered.

Granger pursed her lips, but remained silent. Astoria wondered if she also realised that Harry
would be happier if his relationship to his husband was a good one, and that getting between
them would be a bad idea, for several reasons, one of them being Astoria herself. She hoped
so.

“I would appreciate that, thank you, husband mine,” the Dark Lord said.



“You are welcome.” Harry gave a small smile to the Dark Lord. Again, she judged the smile
to be more real than the half grins or smirks he usually gave the Dark Lord where she could
see it. It seemed … softer, somehow.

“So, Hermi, what kind of runes would you suggest? Elder Futhark, or maybe Marcomannic
Runes?”

“No, I was thinking Mediaeval Runes might be the place to start …”

Astoria had taken Runes and she had been interested in the subject and quite good, she had
also taken Arithmancy, but she had never tried to make a new ward, almost from scratch,
neither had she tried to combine two kinds of wards, and thus she was quite proud to be able
to follow the conversation for as long as she did. She noticed that Draco gave up some time
before she had to, but the Dark Lord was as close to riveted as he ever became nowadays, and
she wasn’t surprised that he left with Harry and Granger to have a look at the books Granger
had gotten the idea from.

Before they left, her Lord told her he would meet her at the Ministry for a short briefing with
Ministry Leader Zabini in twenty minutes. Zabini had been in contact with Healers in France
and Germany, and they hoped he would have gotten a better answer than they had gotten the
first time they had asked for help, months ago now.

The three left the conservatory and silence rang in the huge room for several moments before
Draco took her hand in his.

“I’m not the only one who has noticed, am I?” he asked in a low voice.

“Noticed that Harry seems so different that it could have been a completely different person
living here with us the last few months? No, no you are not the only one who has noticed,”
Astoria said and squeezed his hand.

“It really could have been another person.” Draco nodded. “I thought … I actually thought
that it was getting easier for him, that he had found some kind of peace here. Not that it was
perfect, far from it, but that it was … good enough.”

“It probably was … good enough, I mean. But good enough doesn’t mean that it’s actually
enough. Enough to survive, yes, enough to really, truly live … it doesn’t seem like it. Maybe
with even more time, but we won’t ever find out now.”

“I’m actually happy about that.” He met her eyes. “If he felt bad enough for it to change his
behaviour this much, then I’m happy that the situation has gotten better for him. That
Granger has come to stay.”

“I will remind you of that next time they shake the walls of the Manor, in one way or
another.” She had told him about the conversation she had had with the Dark Lord the day
before, and the warning he had given.

Draco groaned, then huffed, then got to his feet and kissed her cheek before helping her to
her feet so they could go to the Floo-room together.



 

XXXXX

 

They had just barely finished their after-dinner drinks that night when Granger got up and
thanked them for having her for dinner, before looking from Harry to the Dark Lord and back
to Harry.

“Time to withdraw. Better far too early than a moment too late,” Granger said decisively.

“Hermi, while I won’t complain about you ordering me about, this doesn’t concern just me
…”

Granger smiled at him and then looked at the Dark Lord. Her smile held far too many teeth in
Astoria’s opinion. Harry gave a heavy sigh and got up from the table.

“Thank you for dinner, Astoria, Draco, it was delicious as usual.” He nodded to them and
then looked at the Dark Lord. “It seems you and Hermi can talk over my head about the book
you both have read, husband mine, the book we were supposed to read together.” He gave the
Dark Lord a look.

“Harry, I did not mean …” the Dark Lord almost appeared abashed. Astoria hadn’t even
imagined him ever looking like that. 

Harry huffed out a laugh. “Don’t try to deny it. I know you read it. I have spent my whole life
with a bibliophile,” he made a gesture towards Granger who grinned unapologetically, “I
know the dangers of leaving interesting and unread books about. They never stay unread for
long. You two can talk about it, and I can see what I get out of it, and then we can continue
reading it together at another time. But I warn you, if you don’t read it out loud, I will, and
you don’t want that.”

Granger pretended to shudder. “No, you most definitely don’t want that, Slytherin. Harry’s
French isn’t bad, neither is his Greek, but his Latin …” She shuddered again. “I prefer the
Cruciatus, myself.”

Harry tossed a wandless hex towards Granger who dodged out of the way with a small laugh.

The Dark Lord rose from the table, and because Harry was completely insufferable about it,
Astoria and Draco did not get up when their Lord did. Harry smirked at them, pleased about
the fact that he had gotten them out of the habit of always getting up when the Dark Lord did.
As Harry put it, they were housemates, they simply could not stand on ceremony all the
time. 

“And if we get tired of talking about books, I could always regale you with the tales of my
horrible dates,” Granger said while following Harry and the Dark Lord out the door.

“Dates, plural?” Harry asked.



“Two. And equally horrible. Do you know what a society lacks after years of a terrible and
bloody war? Sane people to start families with.”

“Hermi, you aren’t exactly the picture of mental health yourself,” Harry said.

“My point precisely! And still, I didn’t hold a candle against my two dates. Holy fuck, I
almost wanted to invite Dragon to eat them!”

Harry laughed. It was a pure, free laugh.

“Hermi, you can’t do that! The poor creature would get indigestion!”

Granger snickered. “She would do it for me if I asked, I’m sure.”

The door closed behind them, and Astoria looked at her husband. Draco watched the now
closed door.

“I don’t think I want to consider how that is going to work. Didn’t Harry say he needed skin
against skin contact to help his condition? And now Granger is with them?”

Astoria got up and made a gesture at Draco to make him get up too. He did and met her at the
head of the table. She captured his chin between her fingers and his lips with hers and kissed
him hard. He was responsive, but careful, judging whether she wanted to be met with equal
force or submission. She strengthened her grip on his chin, digging her nails into his flesh, to
make it clear she wanted him submissive, she wanted to take, to demand and to dominate. He
opened his mouth to her and met her insistence with soft moans. His submissiveness and
wanton sounds made her tingle with delight.

“We are not going to think about anyone else, but us, but the family we want,” she whispered
against his mouth. “I want a family with you, Draco, so you are going to give it to me. I want
a baby. I want the Malfoy Heir.” They had tried for a baby since their wedding night, a year
ago now, and nothing. They had even tried several different potions, but still nothing. Astoria
really, truly, did want a baby, a family, with her husband.

Her hand slipped into Draco’s silky, blonde hair and she tugged hard, dragging his head back,
exposing his throat. She nipped at the pale skin on his throat, and he moaned again, making
her lower abdomen clench with desire.

“Yes, love. Your wish is my command,” Draco said in a hoarse voice, not even trying to fight
her when she pushed him down to his knees. He stood there, looking up at her from his
knees. Big, silver-grey eyes gleaming in the candlelight, so beautiful, so hers. She had fought
for him, both in the war and against his parents and their unreasonable expectations, she had
even fought Draco’s own arrogance. She would do it all again, to have him on his knees in
front of her. Happy and ready to obey her wishes, even her whims, happy to try for a family
with her. Happy with her. With how she was. How she loved.

She tugged hard at his hair again, but made sure he could see her eyes when she said:



“I love you, darling, so very much.” She meant every word, with the very fibre of her being,
with every single bit of magic in her core. She made extremely sure that he knew that.

“I love you too, with everything I am,” he answered before he gasped and grimaced at the
pain when she tugged even harder at his hair. His responsiveness made her heart flutter. She
smiled and stroked his cheek. He met her gaze again, his eyes were already going soft and the
look made her hungry for more. She wanted to repeat the action until he was a whimpering
and needy mess at her feet, but it was best to wait until they were in their bedroom. Then she
could have him.

She bent down and kissed his cheek before whispering in his ear.

“Come now, darling, let’s go and make a family together.”

He got up and smiled at her, anticipation and lust making his eyes gleam. She knew that look,
and knew that he wouldn’t ask, because she didn’t like it when he asked when she had taken
control like this.

“Yes, yes, there will be more pain. I’m not cruel.” She patted his cheek and he grinned at her,
boyish and eager. She hummed in amusement and turned away, Draco following a step
behind her.

Her Draco. Her love. 
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Progressiveness versus Traditions
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Harry woke up from a sharp, silvery light hitting his eyes.

“Wake up, sleepy head. Time to run. Last to run twice around the lake gets to make the
waffles! I have shorter legs, so I will start now. Wakey, wakey!” The last two words were
shouted, and Harry sat up in bed with a jolt, only to see Hermione’s otter Patronus fade away
on top of his bed covers. He shook his head with a happy grin and tossed the bed covers away
from him to get out of bed in a hurry.

“That little witch! Such a cheater!” He muttered with a chuckle, got into sweatpants, a T-shirt
and a hoddie before he tied up his now shoulder long hair, with the sides shaved, into a knot
on the back of his head. That hairstyle combined with a short, neat beard was the result of
two hair growing potions, one for his hair and one for his beard, and Hermione with a hair
shaving spell. It was the hairstyle he had had the last few years, before he both shaved his
beard and cut his hair last spring. He liked his face much better now, his hair too, he could
actually keep it under control and most days it was downright easy to make it look tidy.

He hurriedly got his trainers on and opened the doors out to the balcony. He ran across the
tiles and jumped up on the marble balustrade, just to hesitate and turn his head. Out of the
corner of his eye he was certain he had seen Voldemort stand there in his most serpentine
appearance, but when he turned his head, Voldemort had already managed to get his glamour
up and he looked like he almost always did, with hair and all. His robes were heavy and black
with just a little silver embroidery along the hems, and his feet were bare, even in the winter
cold. In front of him on the balustrade stood a teacup and saucer. Harry gazed at him and saw
the pinched look there, the burning rage in the red eyes.

“What’s wrong? What has happened?” he asked.

“Granger is way in front of you already, Harry,” Voldemort said, misleadingly placid.

“Yeah, she’s continuously cheating, so I’m making waffles again. Come join us in the
breakfast room in an hour or so, if you want some. Now, what’s wrong?” He sat down on the
balustrade, making it obvious that he wasn’t leaving without an answer.

“Nothing, I have simply spent a lot of the night reading and contemplating the information
Granger gave us two weeks ago. It is not … cheerful reading.”

That was very true. Hermione had come with all her information on Nomagi technology,
surveillance technology in particular, politics and war, just a few days after she had promised
Astoria the information. Just a few days after that the first meeting about said information
was held, even if it wasn’t two weeks since the last one on that same issue. It had not been a
good meeting. Even if they didn’t count all the people that didn’t believe the information or



the people that believed it and wanted to kill all the Nomagi because of it … Even without
those problems, it had not been a good meeting.

Neither had the one after that, less than a week later.

Harry had read most of the information now too, and it most certainly wasn’t cheerful
reading. Their prospect of living in peace side by side with the Nomagi people, or their
prospect of managing to remain hidden amongst them just as they were now, weren’t good,
not good at all. It was obvious something had to change. But as of right now, no one knew
what or how or even when it had to happen to make sure they remained hidden and safe.

“Yeah, I know. We are still working on the combination of blood ward and ley line ward to
keep us hidden. I will tell Hermi that it has to be our main priority for now, especially since it
looks like it should be possible to hide from technology and satellites too, with that kind of
ward.”

Harry really wanted to work on Voldemort’s birthday present, but Hermione was still
thinking about whether she wanted to help do it or not. He knew he couldn’t push her to
agree. It had to be her decision and he would abide by it, even if she went against his wishes.
If she said no, he would have to come up with something else. Because of that, they could
make the new ward a priority. They probably should make it a priority, anyway.

“Will you and Granger join us in the meeting at the Ministry after lunch?” Voldemort asked.

It was months since Voldemort had begun to make sure Harry knew of any meeting that
Voldemort thought held a topic of interest for Harry. Harry was always invited. It had taken
less than a week with Hermione in and out of the Manor before she had the same standing
invitation. Harry suspected that Voldemort had guessed, correctly, that Harry would join a lot
more meetings if Hermione attended them. Harry also suspected that his attendance at these
meetings made Voldemort pleased in some way. He could swear that the man always was a
bit smug on the days Harry attended a meeting with Hermione that he wouldn’t have attended
before the Winter Solstice.

It was such a Slytherin move, but Harry couldn’t say he was surprised. He was married to a
Slytherin, after all.

“Yes, but be warned,” Harry said, “Hermi has her own plan for this meeting, and I don’t think
you should object. I truly think what she intends to discuss is important, both for our safety
and other things.”

Voldemort looked at him for a long moment, weighing his words. Harry didn’t actually have
to hear Voldemort’s acquiescence to know that he would get it. If Harry asked for something
as easily achieved as this, he would get it. Especially since such encouragement would make
it easier for Harry to ask for something similar in the future, and Voldemort very obviously
wanted that. At least, it was obvious to Harry, now.

Harry hadn’t been sorted into Slytherin, but it had been a near thing, and all the strategizing
during the war had made it relatively simple for him to realise the purpose behind some of
Voldemort’s moves. Some, but far from all.



“Very well, I will inform Astoria of the change in agenda. We will meet in the Floo-room
after lunch.”

“I need to stop in the District before the Ministry. Meetings at the Ministry require proper
coffee, and a lot of it.”

“Of course, Harry.” Harry was certain Voldemort would have rolled his eyes if he hadn’t been
just a bit too irate to let himself relax that much. “I believe I have gotten that memorandum
by now.”

To stop for coffee had been a habit even before Hermione joined them at the meetings at the
Ministry.

Harry smiled. Satisfied with the answer, the coffee in that coffee-shop was supreme, and
maybe a bit pleased at being able to take Voldemort’s mind off the difficult thoughts, if just
for a few moments.

“Now, I know you already have to make the sore-loser waffles, but what is the penalty if
Granger beats you too soundly? As in ‘finishes before you even start’?” Voldemort looked at
him and raised an imperious eyebrow.

“Good point. See you later.” Harry grinned at him and pushed himself off the balustrade. He
transformed into a falcon and swept down to the ground before landing and transforming
back to begin running to get to the lake and around it. Hermione’s head start was ridiculous
by now, but he needed the run anyway and afterward they would do some exercises in the
duelling room before breakfast, or lunch, depending on who you asked.

Voldemort didn’t join them for waffles, but Harry wasn’t too surprised by that. So far,
Voldemort didn’t generally seem to mind Hermione’s company, but if he was in a bad mood
he stayed away. Harry didn’t know if that was for Voldemort’s own sake, or for Hermione’s,
because she was unaccustomed to an angry Dark Lord than she couldn’t, or shouldn’t, fight
and try to kill.

Harry and Hermione met with Voldemort, Astoria, Draco, Severus, Narcissa and Lucius in
the Floo-room at the appointed time. Hermione had already seen Lucius several times and
she kept her distance as best she could, and because Harry was always next to her and Lucius
knew what would happen if he bothered Harry now, Lucius kept his distance too. Neither
Harry nor Hermione missed the glances he sent them, the glances that told them what he
thought of them in his ancestral home, and in general.

They apparated to the District to Harry’s favourite coffee-shop where everyone got their hot
beverage of choice before apparating to the Ministry next. Astoria showed them the way to
the big meeting room. Susan Bones was already there, so were Cassius Warrington, Head
Auror, and a lot of other people. Most were from the Dark faction in the war, but far from all.
Voldemort sat at the head of the oval table with Harry at his right and Hermione at his right
again. Astoria and Draco sat at Voldemort’s left.

“Granger, Harry told me you had something you wanted to discuss concerning our nation’s
safety,” Voldemort said after beginning the meeting.



“I do.” Hermione nodded to him. “It might not be an obvious problem, but it is without doubt
a safety risk. I ask that you let me finish before allowing people to object to my idea.”

“Granted.”

“Thanks. So, the problem I want to draw attention to is at the very least twofold,” Hermione
told the room. “We, as in the magical humans, are not many. Before the war we were barely
self-sufficient as it was, we managed, but only just. Now … we don’t. Those of you who
have contact with the less fortunate, know that it is impossible for them to get all they need in
the magical world. Completely and utterly impossible. If they don’t go out in the Nomagi
world, the chances that they would starve, or freeze are … immense.

“During the war, and the three months after the peace treaty, Harry and I, together with a
network we made, went out and got food and necessities from the Nomagi world. We stole a
lot, but paid where we could. We could do that without being caught by people or cameras
because we know the Nomagi people, how their society works, their stores, their fashions,
their money system, we wouldn’t draw attention.

“Three months after the peace treaty there were no longer people who volunteered to make
those trips to help. They got real jobs, wanted to build their family and our society, most
didn’t see the need anymore. But, unfortunately, the need is still there. I do what I can alone,
but there are more people who need to eat, than I can help. More people who need new
clothes, soap, books, writing implements and so on, than I possibly can help on my own.
Magic can only do so much, even for those of us who have the knowledge and power to
spare. Those people go out into the Nomagi world to buy or to steal, and those people do not
know how to do so safely. They don’t understand the Nomagi people or anything about them,
they don’t get how dangerous it is, how fast they can be exposed, and consequently expose us
all. But it’s either that, or let their families starve …

“That’s the danger I wanted to point out to you all. We cannot supply all magical people at
this point, and thus all magical people need to learn how to go completely unnoticed in the
Nomagi world, or the day of our exposure will be weeks or months, and not years, from
now.”

Harry was secretly gratified when no one protested and said that they had magic and could
not be found, could not be caught, by the Nomagi. At the very least Hermione’s information
and the following discussions had made sure that the people in this room realised how easily
they could be observed in the Nomagi world and how fast that could be the end of them all.
Even people like Lucius Malfoy and Rabastan Lestrange realised that much now.

“What about continuing the supply runs?” Alecto Carrow said with a frown. “I appreciate
that our own suppliers can’t supply everyone at this point, but we could start up a volunteer
group of people that knows enough about the Nomagi world and continue what you have
been doing.”

“Absolutely,” Hermione said, “that’s a very good start and without a doubt necessary. But
what happens when, in two years, a group of our teenagers decide to go out into Nomagi
London to get booze they are too young to drink in our world, and maybe use a bit of magic



to get it from the shop, not comprehending what the little black box up in the corner means
and thus gets caught on camera using magic?”

Several people winced at the reminder that there were cameras everywhere in the Nomagi
world.

 “The supply runs are necessary, but we can’t use them for years, no more than we can expect
that our people won’t intermingle with the Nomagi. We have always done so, some more
than others, and some less conspicuous than others, too. The best we can do is inform people
properly about the dangers and make sure that they know how to blend in perfectly, and make
those lessons strictly mandatory. We don’t have enough Obliviators to risk people in general
not knowing how to move among the Nomagi, and we won’t have the Obliviators to spare on
such needless exposure threats for at least a decade, if not more.”

“Are you trying to tell me that after a long war to make sure we and our magical traditions
don’t drown in Muggles and Muggle society and muck, that you want everyone, everyone, to
know enough to blend casually with the filth?!” Rabastan looked disgusted and horrified.

“Yes, that is exactly what I’m implying. It’s either that or be ready for a much, much worse
war in the next few years. Do you want to try your magic against atom bombs tomorrow,
Lestrange?” Hermione sneered and Rabastan paled, he knew about atom bombs now. “Oh,
that reminds me, Slytherin.” Hermione looked at Voldemort and he met her gaze. “Wandless
magic should be made obligatory in the new education system. Children will take to it easier
than adults, but let us please try to teach adults too. When the war comes, next year or in a
hundred years, let us not be dependent on our wands to defend ourselves and fight back.
That’s just stupid. If the Nomagi take our wands, most of us will be completely defenceless
and that’s just … not good.”

Voldemort nodded. “Flora, Narcissa, do take a note. Children will learn wandless magic as
well as magic with a wand. We will similarly need courses for adults to be instructed in how
to do it, even if they will have to practise on their own.”

“Yes, my Lord.” Narcissa wrote it down on a bit of parchment and Flora gave a deep nod.

“I don’t understand,” Amycus Carrow said, looking at Hermione. “Granger, do you want us
to intermingle with the Nomagi, or do you want us to win the inevitable war against them?”

“I hope for our sake that there won’t ever be a war with the Nomagi, because we actually
can’t win such a war. We don’t have the numbers, nor the means on our side. But you should
listen more to my words and less to the fact that I fought against you and am a first-
generation witch. I want us to be able to go out amongst the Nomagi without being exposed
as different from them, because people will go out in the Nomagi world regardless. The only
thing we can do is make sure that they know what they are doing.

“In addition to the necessary import of food, or food runs, I would like to offer the suggestion
that we permit some magical shops to import non-magical products. Products like clothes,
soaps, blankets, furniture, writing implements, paper, notebooks, purses, items that can be
made just as easily in the non-magical world as in ours, maybe with a few charms or wards
after we have gotten them. It would be much easier to give everyone what they need, that



way, and in addition we could focus on the items that actually need to be made with magic, or
are made to use to make magic, like cauldrons and potion knives and crystals, candles and
chalk for rituals …”

That was as far as Hermione got before things got too much for the pure-bloods in the room.
Harry watched as they professed that they would never dress in something a Muggle had
made, never eat with silverware from a Muggle shop, never write with a Muggle pen or on
their ridiculous paper. They would not debase themselves so. Never!

Hermione looked at Voldemort. “I wasn’t actually finished, Slytherin, if you don’t mind …”

Voldemort gave a short nod and with a flick of his wand he silenced the rest of the room.

“You will all comport yourself properly, or I will introduce all of Granger’s suggestions
without even listening to even one of your objections. Have I made myself clear?”

Everyone nodded hurriedly.

That was the usual way things went. Voldemort would listen to people, to the different
stances in a case, some more than others, and then make decisions. Harry knew that he more
than once had refused to listen to a standpoint in a discussion because they couldn’t keep
their mouth shut when it wasn’t their turn to speak. He also knew that Voldemort always
made up his own mind, no matter how long winded a discussion got. He could word his
decisions differently if he wanted to appear like he gave the win to one part or another, but
the decisions were always his, and often made up by his own research before these meetings.

“Do proceed, Granger.”

“Thank you, Slytherin. My suggestion with importing certain things goes back to the fact that
we in fact can’t cover the demand from everyone. Not for clothes, not for cutlery, not for
books. We are too few people, and importing from other magical nations will be too
expensive, if they will even let us buy from them. Alright, I’m done.”

Not surprisingly, Lucius Malfoy was the first to light his wand to ask to speak. Voldemort
nodded to him.

“I do understand that you, as someone not born into our society, will have trouble with
understanding how important our traditions are for us. Our clothing fashion, our food
choices, our quills and parchment, all are steeped in hundreds of years of traditions, if they
aren’t right out required because of magic.”

Hermione didn’t need to light her wand to speak, as she was the one with the suggestions.
She only looked at Voldemort and he nodded at her to answer Lucius.

“Would you rather have a full stomach, or know that everything you ate that day, even if it
was very little, was grown and made by magicals? Would you rather have the necessary
clothes, year around, or know that every one of your threadbare garments was made by
magicals? You personally might be able to get what you need; you might be able to import
from other countries to extreme prices. But the people in this room are supposed to work to



better all of society and I believe most people, parents especially, would prefer having food
and clothes for their children, rather than starving and freezing and knowing that what little
they have is completely magical. Traditions only take you so far.”

“We can hardly expect you to understand us as a filthy Mudblood with no roots in our society
at all …” Rabastan grumbled, and then yelped loudly after being hit with two Stinging Hexes,
one from Draco and one from Astoria.

“Do not speak out of turn again, Rabastan!” Astoria growled, then she threw another spell
that made Hermione grin at her.

Harry smiled at Draco. He was happy to know that whatever Draco felt, deep down, he was
willing to take Hermione’s side in public. That counted for a lot, in Harry’s eyes. Draco gave
him the barest of nods in return, but there was a satisfied smirk in his eyes.

“Right,” Hermione huffed. “Let us make a list, a list of the most important things in our
magical society. The twenty most important things to make sure that our traditions may
continue, and preferably flourish.” She found a notebook and a Nomagi pen in a deep pocket
and opened the notebook on an empty page. “Please, inform me of the twenty most important
things to protect. The twenty things that we cannot lose and still remain a magical society. It
doesn’t have to be physical items. First the items and then we can number them afterwards.”

It was almost funny how disgusted some people looked just having to sit at a table where a
Nomagi pen and notebook were in use.

Harry emptied his coffee and wondered if he would win this bet or not. He had bet that
someone would mention the things that Hermione thought they would forget. Because,
surely, someone would mention it, someone would remember it. They had just fought a
bloody war over it, for fucks sake! But as the minutes ticked by and the suggestions came in,
he realised that he was actually going to lose. And Hermione would very likely lose her
temper on all of them.

Harry opened his mental link to Voldemort and knocked on his door. Voldemort opened the
door without a moment’s hesitation, and also without looking at Harry. They used the link
more now than right after Lupin’s demise, but Harry didn’t feel like always having it open,
even if they were in the same room and even if he knew that it was that link that had helped
him begin to truly trust Voldemort. He didn’t need that kind of constant reassurance anymore.
And besides, he felt it best not to have such close contact when in public like this. Not
without a good reason.

*Yes, Harry?*

*Fair warning, Hermi will begin shouting in a few moments. I kind of want to join her, to be
honest, but I will try to refrain.*

*Did you expect other replies?* There was a hint of warm humour in Voldemort’s mental
voice and in his feelings.



*I don’t know about expect, but certainly hoped. From Astoria and Draco, if from no one
else.*

*Neither have given any suggestions yet.*

*Probably just as well. I assume they can see that Hermi is fishing for something and they
know her well enough by now to know that if they fail in her expectations, they will regret
it.*

*You do not believe that Granger will attack anyone?* He didn’t actually feel worried, even
if he asked.

*Physically or magically, no, verbally, oh yes. A word to the wise, try to give her the right
answer, as that might both help her and humiliate the idiots.*

*You would put your Susan Bones in that category?*

*No, Susan knows what Hermi wants and lets the others dig their own graves. We fought and
lost a war because of this. We are not going to forget it anytime soon.*

Neither Susan nor anyone else from the former Light side had made a single suggestion.

*I see.*

If Voldemort hadn’t known what Hermione was after before, he certainly did now.

*And will any of you fight against it now?* Voldemort asked after a moment.

*No, for our part, I don’t know about everyone else. For our part, Hermi and me … we would
probably have joined you a long time ago, if that was the only thing you wanted; if not for the
wish to kill us and every non-magical and first generation magical there is. That was not
something we could very well abide.*

*I was insane, Harry.* Voldemort’s voice was low, almost apologetic. *Else I would never
have abided by that idea either. It was dangerous and a true folly. As a teenager I manipulated
the whole of Slytherin House and most of the teachers at Hogwarts, I was good at it and few
knew what I did, even those who should have realised it. My plan was always to work in the
background, with politics and manipulations and as little bloodshed as possible. Some
bloodshed, yes, I understood that it was inevitable, but not a war. Never a war. There were
few enough of us magicals back in my youth, after Grindelwald’s atrocities, I would never
have sought to further exacerbate that. Never.*

Harry turned his head and looked at him and Voldemort looked back. His deep crimson eyes
were dark and sincere.

*I believe you,* Harry said after a few beats. *I know you well enough now to believe you.*

Voldemort was silent for a few moments. *Thank you, Harry.*

Harry gave him a small nod and they closed the mental doors slowly.



After fifteen minutes the list was both full and rearranged several times, and Hermione put
down her pen.

“Robes, hats and other clothes,” Hermione started reading from a place in the middle of the
list. “Magical spaces like the District and Hogsmeade. Brooms. Pure-blood etiquette. Magical
food, drink and candy. Quills and parchment.” Her voice got higher and higher for every
point she read out loud. “Are you fucking kidding me! Toys for children! Moving pictures!
How, how in the seven Hells can you people give me a list with twenty points and not even
come close to what’s truly important! What truly makes us different from the non-magical
people! Not even close!”

“You are hardly the right person to dictate to us what’s important in our magical and
traditional society!” Rabastan actually managed to get the full sentence out and at the look of
Amycus he would dearly have wanted to say something too, but his sister sat next to him, and
Harry saw her move just when Amycus opened his mouth, and he winced and remained
quiet. There were other people than Rabastan and Lucius who disagreed and who wanted to
object, but those either were encouraged to shut up by people smarter than them, like
Amycus, or had already learned better, like Flora and Hestia. Cassius Warrington, Head
Auror, only looked once at Susan and kept his mouth closed.

“We just fought a fucking war over this!” Hermione’s voice filled the room and then she
turned to Voldemort. “You, at the very least, should have the answers that matter,” she told
him, as if he wouldn’t dare to disappoint her.

“Magic,” Voldemort stated in a low, controlled and ice-cold voice and several people
flinched. “All kinds of magic. Light magic, Dark magic, Ritual magic and every other kind of
magic there is. Every kind of magic will be allowed, as long as the law is upheld. Intent
matters, and not the kind of magic used. Magic. That is important, above all else.”

Hermione sank back in her chair with a small sigh and closed her eyes.

“Our traditions,” Voldemort continued. “The celebrations of our traditional sabbats and
solstices and the cleansing of our magic on these occasions. The celebration of the Earth, of
the Circle of Life and of Magic. Our birth ritual, coming-of-age ritual and every other ritual
that celebrates a person’s life.” He stopped and looked around the table.

“Wandmaking and wands,” Susan said, and people flinched again. “Other kinds of focus for
those that use them to direct their magic.”

“Family magics and Grimoires,” Kevin Whitby said with his gravelly voice, the scars on his
throat still standing out with a reddish tint, years after a werewolf almost had ripped it open
during a full moon. He was from the Department for Magical Beings and Creatures. No one
who worked there was a regular magical and the Department’s mission was to make sure
everyone got the help they were entitled to. Many of the beings and creatures were unused to
actually getting any kind of help at all, so Harry knew that Kevin’s main job was to reach out
to people, again and again, and make sure that they knew that their government was there to
help them, and not to ostracise or detain them. But the Department had decades, if not
centuries, with discrimination to make right, and that was not an easy job, nor a small one.



Kevin would get it done, though, he was as hardworking as any of the other Hufflepuff’s
Harry had ever met.

“Also, if anyone thinks that our magical world would be the same without our magical
creatures and beings, they need to think again. I noticed no one motioned us either,” Kevin
added.

That got him a nod from Voldemort and Kevin blinked confused before looking down.

“Potions and everything that goes into that,” Harry stated in a low voice and saw Severus
startle, or as much as that man could startle.

“We fought a bloody war,” Hermione whispered hoarsely, “and you, you with your pure-
blood traditions and sensibilities, managed to forget magic, when asked what’s most
important in our magical society. You make me sick. Truly.” She sounded exhausted.

Funnily enough, no one tried to defend themselves against her accusations. That might have
had something to do with the gaze Voldemort sent around the table, the very disapproving
and quelling gaze.

Hermione gave a heavy sigh and straightened. “Is what you write on or with, in your own
home or your own personal papers at work, truly that important? Is who made your trousers
and shirts more important than that everyone has clothes that fit? I can find plenty of
examples of both stationery and clothes that would be functional, beautiful, and close to what
we already got, and probably better. Most of you have no idea of what Nomagi is able to
make. In fact …” she drew a purse out of her pocket, enlarged it and withdrew a notebook
and dip pen with a metal nib and a bottle of ink, “Mrs. Malfoy, would you mind trying this
for me and tell me what you think?” She pushed everything towards Astoria and Astoria took
them.

“Right now?” Astoria asked and took a closer look at the metal nib of the pen. “I don’t know
how decent I will be with this kind of pen.”

“Don’t worry, it’s actually easier than with a quill, and it holds more ink so you need to ink it
less.”

Astoria opened the deep blue book embossed in silver scrollwork, the pages were of thick
quality paper and Astoria’s elegant handwriting danced across the page for several moments
before she stopped and looked at Hermione with big eyes.

“Mr. Malfoy, would you try this pen for me?” Hermione handed him a beautiful fountain pen
in black and silver, in a black velvet case. “The metal nib is similar to the one I gave your
wife, but this one doesn’t need inking as the ink already is in the pen.”

Draco nodded to her and took the pen from her and the notebook from Astoria. He put pen to
paper and after a few hesitating lines, he got the hang of it and his looping handwriting
hurriedly filled a paragraph.



“That was leagues better than any quill I have ever tried,” Draco concluded and looked up at
Hermione. “And it took nothing from my handwriting, if anything, it made it better. Both
pens are Mugg … Nomagi inventions and produced?”

“Yes, the notebook too. This is one example of things I want to exchange with more old-
fashioned and challenging trends. I would say that it’s just for a time until we can produce
such products ourselves, but by that time I suspect that people in general would have become
so used to it that they would protest changing back.”

“I already do,” Astoria mumbled, just loud enough for Draco, Harry, Hermione and
Voldemort to hear. She had taken the fountain pen from Draco and tried it in the notebook.
Hermione smirked.

“The dip pen with metal nibs and the fountain pen are both extremely well suited to write
calligraphy with and both can be beautifully made, if beauty is desired. One of those will also
keep far better than any kind of quill, because of the metal nib, if taken care of properly, of
course. It is absolutely possible to get a dip pen made out of a feather. The notebook is both
expertly and beautifully made and of excellent quality. None of those things will disintegrate
in a magical environment, though there are some Nomagi goods that might do that, so be
warned. In addition to that, you get one such notebook, with 150 pages, for the price of a
dozen middle grade parchment scrolls.”

Astoria looked up and blinked at Hermione in disbelief.

Hermione nodded at her shocked expression, but didn’t comment. “Thus, it’s a lot cheaper
too. Now, I believe I have said my piece in its entirety. I will bring more samples of Nomagi
designs that can be exchanged for magically made and traditional things, if that is something
anyone would like. Harry and I also volunteer to teach people about the Nomagi world, well
enough to move around and buy food and clothes and the like without trouble or fear of
exposure.”

Astoria gathered the two pens and the notebook and made as if to give them back to
Hermione, but Hermione shook her head.

“No, keep it as a gift and as an incentive to think new. Sometimes new can be better than
traditional. Maybe let Slytherin try it, if he is interested.”

Astoria looked at Voldemort.

“No, thank you. I have used fountain pens on my personal notes for years, I know their
worth.”

Harry saw Hermione duck her head and grin down at the table at the look Voldemort got from
several of his people.

“I, too, am willing to volunteer to help educate our people about the Nomagi world, to
prevent the risk of exposure,” Severus said. “As I have little patience with children and
teenagers, it would be best if I can teach adults.”



At least he knows his weakness, Harry thought wryly, and wondered if Severus maybe always
had known, but had been forced to teach the children at Hogwarts by Dumbledore. Why else
would he stay for so many years when he so obviously hated the job?

“Thank you, Severus,” Narcissa said while she wrote something down on the parchment in
front of her. “Anyone else, while I’m at it?” She sent a look around the table.

“I can do some lessons,” Kevin Whitby said. “It’s been a while since I lived in the Nomagi
world, but after doing some refreshing for myself, I think I can manage to teach some basic
do’s and don’ts.”

“Good, thank you.”

“I lived partly in the Nomagi world when I lived in Canada,” Susan said. “I can do fashions,
transports, how to act in shops and such without too much trouble, I believe.”

“Thank you.” Narcissa wrote that down too.

“And because I can easily predict how some of you will behave at these lessons,” Voldemort
said, “everyone here, that has not volunteered to teach, will join me for my lessons with
Harry and Granger. There will be no objections to this. None of you will ever chance our
exposure for any reason, I am certain.”

You could have heard a pin drop after his proclamation.

“I do not care one whit if you ever move in the Nomagi world,” Voldemort continued, “but if
you do, you will know enough to not act the fool in any way.” He turned and looked at
Hermione. “Granger, do you have any inkling of when you can begin these sessions?”

“I have begun to put something together already, so in a week or two, I think.” She looked
from Voldemort to the other volunteers around the table. “And I can give my notes to anyone
who wants it, for a refresher or for inspiration, or just so we know what everyone else
teaches, if you would give me your notes too.”

“What if I put out a notice that we are looking for people to teach magicals about the Nomagi
world,” Narcissa said, looking from her parchment and up at Hermione, “and in a couple of
weeks we can all meet and create an education plan that everyone can agree on and follow.
This way, all our people will know the same and get the knowledge from several teachers.”

“I like that idea very much,” Hermione beamed at her. “After all, I did grow up in the
Nomagi world, I might just forget to mention something that is obvious to me, but not to you,
despite the fact that I already have used quite a bit of time to think, read and make notes
about this.”

Narcissa inclined her head and gave her a careful smile. “That is good. Then we are agreed. I
will send you an owl when I hopefully have gotten some answers from others who would be
willing to help teach.”



The meeting lasted for half an hour after that, where a few tried to carefully object to the idea
that they had to learn anything about the Nomagi world, and they got shut down hard and fast
by Voldemort. Then they tried to complain that if they started to replace something like quills
and parchment, something their ancestors had used for hundreds of years, where would it
end? How fast would their precious traditions come into question?

Harry thought it was hilarious that it didn’t seem like a single one of the complainers caught
Voldemort’s less than assuring answer. All Voldemort had said was that he hardly would
outlaw quills anytime soon. Astoria made the notebooks and new pens disappear down into
her deep pockets with a satisfied smile. Harry doubted she would go back to quills after this,
not unless ordered to by Voldemort, at least not in her private writing.

“Granger, are you coming back to the Manor for tea?” Astoria asked as she rose.

“Yes, if you don’t object. Harry and I have planned to work on the ward schemes later. I
believe we are getting close to something, in theory at least.”

“You are of course very welcome.” The two witches met on the floor, but because Harry was
right behind Hermione, he heard Astoria say: “Would you mind terribly if Narcissa joined us
for tea? She wants to discuss what to put in the notice when requesting people to educate
about the Nomagi world. She expected only Harry and the Dark Lord, but it cannot possibly
be anything but helpful with one more who knows what is necessary in such a tutor.”

“No, that is fine. I would be happy to help where I can.”

Harry looked back and found Voldemort in the middle of a group of his staunchest and most
intolerant followers. As so often before when Harry looked at him, Voldemort looked up and
right at Harry. There was a smirk in his eyes and then he looked towards the ceiling, as if
begging for patience, then his gaze cut from Harry towards Astoria and Hermione and to the
door. Harry gave him a nod in understanding.

“Voldemort will be a while longer,” Harry said to Hermione and Astoria. “Why don’t we grab
Severus, Narcissa, Susan and Kevin and find a room to begin to discuss this? Unless any of
them have other appointments, of course.”

“Yes, good idea, Harry,” Astoria said. “The meeting was set to last an hour longer, so
everyone should be free.” Astoria went to catch the other people and Harry took Hermione’s
hand in his.   

She turned her head and smiled at him. No matter what happened now, she would always be
there. He would always have her, and always be there for her. Even during stupid and
antagonistic discussions such as the one today, he couldn’t help but feel a small but painfully
bright ember of happiness in his chest, because she was there now. Right there with him.

Chapter End Notes
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Harry stood and looked up at the big Gringotts’s building, shining in white marble. This
would be the first time he was inside the building since it had closed during the war, and then
been decimated by the fighting. Now it was back to being its proud, stately self. Down to the
sets of bronze and silver doors and its goblin guards dressed in scarlet and gold.

“Harry?”

Harry looked at Voldemort where he stood a few steps in front of Harry, and gave a nod.
They had an appointment. Most people had to show up and wait in line to get their new
identification papers, which was now required for everyone, but Voldemort refused to stand
in line for hours, not if it was related to business. If it was for public relations, he could do it,
and had done so on a few occasions. Harry had met him outside Gringotts after he had
worked on a few houses this morning and now he followed him into the bank. Narcissa and
Astoria trailing him and guarding his back. It was only a week since the last time he had
almost gotten a hex in the back, so Harry knew he wouldn’t get away from his guards
anytime soon, even if his warded robe easily would have taken care of the hex, if Harry
himself hadn’t felt the malicious magic approach and put up a shield.

The fact that it was less than a week since someone sent a thoroughly cursed letter to
Voldemort, didn’t stop him from walking around without guards, to Harry’s frustration. If he
needed babysitters, so did his husband, for Merlin’s sake! The damn man had only smirked
when Harry had voiced his complaint.

He followed Voldemort in a door to the side of the main hall with all the tellers, where they
were met by a goblin who led them further into the bank, to an opulent and still somehow
minimalistic office. The desk was of a dark wood polished to a sheen, as was the great chair
behind the desk and the two smaller in front of it, all the chairs had cushions of crimson
damask. The floor and walls were of bright, polished white marble and the long carpet was in
deep red and gold, as were many of the wall hangings, those who didn’t picture scenes of
battle or great underground cities. The only other adornment was the weapons on the walls,
else the room was empty.

The goblin behind the big desk had them sit in the chairs in front of the desk. Narcissa and
Astoria remained outside the office. The elderly but still dignified goblin presented himself as
Director Ragnok. Harry knew that outside Gringotts, the Director was King, but at work he
held the title Director. The Goblin King placed a potion bottle, a big, silver-grey parchment, a
silver bowl and a small knife on the desk in front of Voldemort.

“If you would, Mr. … my Lord … place seven drops of your blood in this potion, cap the
bottle and hold it in your hand to push your magic into it until the potion begins to glow,” the
goblin started without preamble.



Harry had been 21 years old before he became aware of the fact the goblins viewed small talk
as a waste of their time, and time was galleons so people who tried to waste their time tried to
waste their gold, and very little was worse than that to a goblin.

Voldemort did as Director Ragnok asked and a little while later the potion began to glow red
in his hand. Director Ragnok poured the glowing potion into the silver bowl and waited for a
few moments until the bowl glowed blood red before pouring the concoction over the silver-
grey parchment. It glowed in the same eerie red before it dried into the parchment, leaving a
great bloodred tree on the parchment. Voldemort leaned in to have a look, curious as always.

Harry waited for a moment, but when Voldemort didn’t move away, Harry leaned in to have a
look.

 

Thomas Marvolo Riddle.

Heir Apparent of the Most Ancient and Noble House of Slytherin.

Heir Apparent of the Most Ancient and Noble House of Peverell.

Heir Apparent of the Noble House of Gaunt.

 

“What does Heir Apparent mean in this situation?” Harry asked after a moment’s thought.

Voldemort turned his head and looked at him. Looked at him for a long moment, and then
blinked once before straightening in his chair. Harry felt dread grow in his chest. During his
school years, but even more during the war, he had unexpectedly learned things that he knew
he should have known his entire time in the magical world, but that he somehow had never
known. This was going to be another such occasion; he was absolutely certain of it.

“It means that I am the first in line to the mentioned Lordships, Harry,” Voldemort explained
with a neutral voice, as if he knew exactly how mortifying Harry found it to discover truths
about his own world that he should have known since he was a child. “There might be other
Heir’s, but I have the choice to take the title.”

“Lordship? Like a real peerage? Like in the House of Lords in the non-magical world?”

“Yes, just with more actual power, or they did historically have more power. All Lords and
Ladies had, and will most likely have again, a seat in the Wizengamot, the body of people
that make laws and judge in criminal cases where a simple judge, or a panel of judges, is not
enough. There are three levels to our aristocracy. The Most Ancient and Noble Houses are
those that are both old Houses and Houses that has been deemed Noble for a certain amount
of time. There few of them, because they have to be able to trace their lineage back at least
eighth hundred years. Most Noble Houses are the newer nobility, not a one is older than five
hundred years. And then there is simply Noble Houses, the newest Houses. At this moment I
do not know how many Houses that survived the war with one or more possible Heir’s.”



“So … the magical world has a real aristocracy … Would you look at that.” Harry rubbed his
hands over his face. “How is it possible for me to be nearing thirty and still not know any of
this? I mean, I have read a lot of political books the last six months and I still can’t remember
getting a proper introduction to this subject. I think I remember reading a mentioning of
Lords and Ladies and Houses … but no more than in passing.”

“As soon as we get back to the Manor, I will find the proper books for you to read,”
Voldemort said calmly. “And you are of course free to ask questions of Astoria, Draco and
myself. Draco grew up as Heir Apparent to his House, while Astoria’s older sister was the
Heir Apparent to their House. Greengrass is a Most Noble House while Malfoy is a Most
Ancient and Noble House. Astoria is Lady Greengrass as well as the future Lady Malfoy, but
as House Malfoy is far older, they will have primacy. The first child they have will be Heir
Malfoy, and a possible second child will be Heir Greengrass.”

Harry gave a heavy sight. “Of course it’s complicated, it’s from the magical world, they can’t
do anything but complicated.”

“I assure you, Harry, the non-magical aristocracy is not any less complex. It will be easier to
follow when you know the fundamentals, and I have the suitable books.” Voldemort looked
at Director Ragnok. “Please proceed.”

Director Ragnok did, and less than fifteen minutes later Voldemort was a true Lord of the
magical world, not just a self-styled one. A Lord trice over. The two oldest Houses had
several vaults and Voldemort made an appointment to speak to the account managers of those
Houses, to get the money circulating again as fast as possible.

Then it was Harry’s turn and when he leaned over the lines at the bottom of the parchment,
underneath a beautiful and detailed tree made out in blood and magic, his breath froze in his
lungs.

 

Hadrian Jameson Potter-Black.

Heir Apparent of the Most Ancient and Noble House of Black.

Heir Presumptive of the Most Ancient and Noble House of Slytherin.

Heir Presumptive of the Most Ancient and Noble House of Peverell.

Heir Apparent of the Most Ancient and Noble House of Potter

 

“Harry?”

Someone was speaking to him, but he couldn’t take his gaze off the first line. Couldn’t take
his gaze of his name. His name. His name. His name that wasn’t Harry Potter. Not even
close. So very far from Harry Potter, actually, that it wasn’t even funny. And he had never



known. Never heard otherwise. Never. No one had ever mentioned it. No piece of paper had
ever held any other name than Harry James Potter. Never.

His name wasn’t Harry James Potter.

It never had been.

Never.

How could he not know what his own name was?

How could he go his entire life and not know his own name?

How?

“Harry?” A hand on his shoulder, shaking him carefully. “Breathe now, my own. Breathe.”

He sucked in a breath, coughed, and took another deep breath.

“Did you know that your given name was in fact Thomas?” Harry asked hoarsely.

“I did not. I believe I would not have minded that as much as Tom. But then again,
Dumbledore might have managed to ruin that name too, with how often he insisted on using
my given name, when he had no right to.”

“Harry, my boy,” Harry mumbled and shuddered, bile rising in his throat. At the time he
hadn’t given Dumbledore’s penchant to use his given name without so much as a by-your-
leave much thought. But later he had realised how wrong it was to do that when you were the
Headmaster of a young, orphaned student that he had absolutely no connection to.

Back then he had felt seen, even appreciated; later he had felt used. Which was the exact truth
of the matter, when you came right down to it. Dumbledore had used him. He had wielded
him like a chess piece on the board. And now Harry … was he really Harry, though? … hated
him for it.

The hand on his shoulder tightened a bit.

“I’m not Harry James Potter, I never was, it seems,” Harry whispered.

“No, but Harry is a suitable diminutive of Hadrian and I would advise you not to decide
whether to use Hadrian or not, just this moment. You have had a shock. Of course, if you
decide that you want to be known as Hadrian, I will never object to that, either. The choice is
yours now, as it always should have been.”

“No changing names right at this moment, I think.” Harry drew in a deep breath. “I will have
to see how it feels later. But why James when the real name was Jameson? Why Potter, when
it was in fact Potter-Black? And how did it become Potter-Black anyway?”

Voldemort leaned in and pointed at the tree, at a leaf beside Lily Rose Evans Potter and
Jameson Charlus Potter. Sirius Orion Black also had a direct line down to Hadrian Jameson



Potter-Black.

“It seems like Sirius Orion Black blood-adopted you when you were one week old. You were
his son as much as you were the Potter’s,” Voldemort said in a low voice. “His son and his
Heir, as he died without any other children.”

Tears stung in Harry’s eyes. “Any other children … Blood-adoption means that much?”

“Of course, a blood-adoption makes family through blood and magic, and it is evident that
the legality of it was taken care of too, or someone would have disputed it after Black’s
death.”

“Heir Potter-Black,” Director Ragnok said, “the then Heir Black, Sirius Orion Black, came to
the bank the same day as he blood-adopted you and signed all the necessary papers. You are
his true Heir, and son, in all ways.”

Harry’s eyes really stung now, but he forced the tears back, just as he had forced back his
rage. “I guess I will have to think about taking another middle name too, in addition to
thinking about my first given name.”

He had had three parents, three, and he had lost them all before he reached his majority.
Without ever really getting the chance to know any of them.

All of them had died for him. To protect him. Because they had cared for him.

Hermione, he was sure, would tell him that it wasn’t only because they had cared for him, but
because they had loved him. As all parents should love their children.

“Do that,” Voldemort said. “I believe Director Ragnok would like to know whether you want
to take your Lordships now, or at another time. If you feel up to it, I recommend you take
them up now, so as to take the first steps to get the money circulating again.”

“Right.” Finally Harry looked up from his name, his actual name, on the silver-grey
parchment. “Lordships. Plural.”

He was certain that he would have found that very shocking if it wasn’t for the fact that he
hadn’t known his own name before today. The fact that he was a Lord was almost tame, next
to that. Or the shock of knowing so very little about himself and his family was too great to
take in. Yes, that was a distinct possibility. How could he be next in line to several Lordships
and not even know that magical nobility was an actual thing?!

“If I had done this first, and not you, would I have been able to take four Lordships then?”
Harry looked at Voldemort.

“No, I was the Heir Apparent, next in line no matter the circumstance. You are the Heir
Presumptive, next in line if I do not beget, or adopt, any children.”

“That’s just fine then. Two Lordships is more than enough. I don’t even know what to do
with one, much less two, and four …” He shook his head. “I guess it would be good for our
society to get more money circulating, I would be happy to offer loans with little interest, but



other than that …” He shrugged. “I know I more or less emptied the Potter vault during the
war, to help people, so there isn’t much left, but Sirius’s often mentioned that the Black’s had
money, so that should help a bit at least …”

“Heir Potter-Black, you did in fact not empty the Potter vaults, only your Heir vault. You
never even visited any other vault,” Director Ragnok said slowly.

“What do you mean Heir vault? I only had one vault? No one ever mentioned any other
vault.” Harry looked at the goblin.

“No,” the goblin said slowly, “you had access to your Heir vault only, until your majority.
After that you never asked for access to any other vault or for your Lordship rings or access
or information about your estates.”

Harry closed his eyes. “This will be something that will be on the new curriculum, right?”
Harry asked without looking at Voldemort. “So people, Heirs, won’t end up in this situation
in ten years or so?”

“It will be obligatory to be taught about Heirships and Lordships and what that entails, yes,”
Voldemort said softly, “and I made the identification cards mandatory just because of
situations such as this. There will be other people who did not know that they are Heirs or
Lords and other people who do not know their own families and true names. This will help
with that. If you had asked anyone from the aristocracy about this fifteen years ago, even
someone from the Dark faction, they would have been appalled to know that no one informed
you about any of this. It is a matter of family, yes, but someone should at the very least have
advised you to inquire about it.”

“No one ever mentioned it,” Harry admitted. He drew a deep breath and banked the rage in
his chest yet again, and sat up straight in the chair. “Right then. Lordships. I would like to
receive the Potter and the Black Lordships, and then there were Heir rings for the other two,
too, wasn’t it? Unless it’s pointless for me to take them?”

“It will entitle you to learn about the Peverell and Slytherin family history and magic, so it is
hardly pointless,” Voldemort said and paged through the stack of documents he had gotten
after claiming the Slytherin Lordship. He stopped and skimmed a list. “Yes, as I thought.
There are grimoires in the Slytherin vaults, and I assume that you cannot touch them without
being an Heir, and you cannot open or read them without being a Parselmouth.”

“That sounds interesting. Please, Director Ragnok, tell me what to do to claim my Lordships
and Heirships.”

Director Ragnok did and before they left half an hour later Harry, too, had an appointment
with the account managers of the Black family and the Potter family. They had made the
appointments at the same time so Voldemort and he could have a meeting together with all
their account managers. Harry wanted to see if he could get Voldemort and the goblins in on
a plan to build a quidditch pitch or two, one outside Hogwarts and one at Godric’s Hollow
that now was under reconstruction. That plan would go easier if they all were around the
same table. And if he got it through, he could probably tempt Oliver Wood back to Britain
from the States and thus give Astoria someone who really wanted to work at, and maybe



even be the Head of, the Department for Magical Games and Sports. It was not a vital
Department and thus it had no people working in it at this moment, but at some point, people
most likely would like to be entertained again, and if Oliver Wood found it in himself to work
with other kinds of sports and games too, he would do very nicely at that job. Harry really
liked that idea.  

Harry James Potter had arrived at Gringotts that day. When he left, he knew that his actual
name was Hadrian Jameson Potter-Black, Lord of the Most Ancient and Noble House of
Black and Lord of the Most Ancient and Noble House of Potter. Lord Potter-Black for short.
And he was still absolutely furious about that fact.

Voldemort and Director Ragnok had both assured him that it was quite alright to shorten his
title down like that in everyday life, and Voldemort still reassured him that it was alright to
wait and see how his actual name felt, before choosing to begin to use it. If it didn’t feel right,
he never had to use it except on official papers, and if he didn’t want to use it the next several
years, but decided to do so in ten years, that would be alright too. It was his name and his
choice now, as it always should have been. Voldemort told him that he still would prefer to be
called Voldemort by Harry, as Thomas didn’t mean anything to him, not yet at least. Harry
didn’t have any problem with that.

As soon as Harry stepped out of the Floo room at the Manor he sent a Patronus to Hermione.
He needed someone to duel with, someone he could rant and scream at - because someone
had dared keep his own name from him, his very name - and someone to get black out drunk
with. And because that someone also had to be both alive and his friend even after all that,
Hermione was his only choice.

Voldemort would probably survive Harry at his worst in a duel, but their tentative
understanding and relationship was too new and fragile for Harry to try it on something like
that. And Astoria might be his friend even after an hour or two of his ranting, but she
wouldn’t survive an all-out duel, that he really, truly needed now. Draco was more than a
passable drinking companion, but he preferred to be able to walk to his own bed when he was
done, and Harry wouldn’t be satisfied before he was unable to crawl.

There was glowing rage in his brain, a beast with sharp claws in his chest and a battle drum
had taken the place of his heart. He needed an outlet. And he needed it now.

Someone had taken his name from him. His very name!

He had never gotten to know any of his parents. Not even Sirius that he actually could
remember. He hadn’t got to truly know him. And neither Sirius nor anyone else had ever told
him that Sirius was his father. That Harry was a Black, by blood and by magic.

Hadrian Jameson Potter-Black. That was his name, and he had never known. No one had ever
seen fit to tell him. He had never had parents, he had never known how a family was
supposed to work, he had never known how it felt to be wanted, to be safe, to be loved. And
he had never known his actual, fucking name!

Hermione strode out of the Floo room, her warded robe billowing out behind her. She cast
one glance at Harry before looking at Voldemort beside him.



“What happened?” she asked. She knew that he wasn’t able to talk coherently right now. At
best she would get a rant, at worst she would get an explosion.

“We got our identification papers today,” Voldemort said. “It appears that Harry never knew
his own name.”

“How bad was the difference?”

Voldemort looked at Harry, and Harry nodded jerkily, once. He was biting his jaws so hard
that it hurt. His magic was sparking across his skin, but he managed to keep the rest of it
inside. No violent and damaging waves of black and gold. Not yet, at least.

“Hadrian Jameson Potter-Black,” Voldemort intoned slowly. “Lord of the Most Ancient and
Noble House of Black. Lord of the Most Ancient and Noble House of Potter. Heir
Presumptive of the Most Ancient and Noble House of Slytherin. Heir Presumptive of the
Most Ancient and Noble House of Peverell.”

Hermione whistled. “Well, shit. Or ‘by Hecate’ is maybe a better wording.”

“Astoria swears by Circe,” Voldemort informed her dryly.

“She would, she has the face for it. Right.” Hermione looked at Harry again. “Harry, we need
to find a proper Necromancer at some point. The Old Goat must have known this and kept it
from you for his own unsavoury reasons. He deserves everything we can give him. But right
now … A good, long and preferably exhausting fight, some shouting and … cake … or
alcohol, or both. Yes, both, lots of both.” She nodded decisively.

He wanted to smile at her in relief, he really did, but he didn’t even manage a grimace. He
felt stiff. Like if he moved, he would go to pieces, or explode.

She took his shaking hand. “Duelling room, that way we don’t have to put up wards first.”

“All I ask is that you do not kill each other,” Voldemort said, “and that you please make an
effort to not demolish the Manor.”

“Not to worry. If we haven’t killed each other yet, we won’t do it now, Slytherin,” Hermione
informed him while dragging Harry with her down the hallway. “And if the Manor gets a bit
roughened up, we will fix it tomorrow, after a Sobering Potion, that is. No, wait,” she stopped
and turned towards Voldemort, “Merlin and Morgana, we need those potions today. I very
much doubt you want to sit with a black out drunk Harry in your arms for two hours.”

“I will come and find you, with potions for both of you, before dinner.”

“That sounds like a plan. Now, I have to get Harry into a duel before he hurts himself.”
Hermione nodded to Voldemort and then towed Harry towards the duelling room.

Finally.
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Potions and Rage
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“As we are now done with the regular meeting agenda, if anyone has something they want to
mention, they may do so now,” the Dark Lord said and looked around the meeting table.

It was a tactic that Astoria had suggested, to make sure that people got the chance to be
heard. That was what these meetings were for, after all. While the Dark Lord let the
Department Heads and other leaders speak and make suggestions at these meetings, they
seldom, if ever, changed his mind.

Rabastan lit his wand with a weak Lumos and the Dark Lord gave him permission to speak.

“My Lord, we have often discussed education for children and laws to protect children and
what to do with the Muggleborn children to make sure they get good and safe homes, but we
have yet to discuss the fact that there are far too few children to even hope to rebuild our
society, in regard to population. I suggest a temporary law to make witches use a potion to get
pregnant two or three times in the next ten years, so as to bolster the population.”

Rage washed through Astoria in a sudden and sweeping wave. She thought he continued to
talk, but she couldn’t listen, wouldn’t listen, would never listen to such travesty. If the bastard
had been any closer, she would have gouged out his eyes with her fingernails before she
ripped out his throat with her teeth. As it was, she felt Draco’s hand on her arm, holding her
back. She was quite certain she was growling, and she wasn’t the only one.

The temperature in the room had fallen several degrees, she could see her breath leave her
mouth now. Strange, flickering embers swirled and flashed through the air. She dearly wanted
to draw her wand and make the idiot, the bastard, the utter shithead, scream until he choked
on his own blood. Only a small glimpse of Granger’s face made her hesitate, made her stop,
made her lean back in her chair and relax.

Granger looked like Death personified, and as if she had gotten a decade of birthdays in one
day, at the same time. Magic was sparking in her black curls and shimmering beneath her
pale skin. Her one good eye was dark and hard as stone, and in her dead, black eye Astoria
could swear she saw flames.

“I have a counter proposal, or an additional proposal, depending on how you want to look at
it. If I may, Slytherin?” Granger’s voice was soft, mild and hard as diamond and sharp as
razors, ready to bite and claw and tear and destroy.

Astoria would let her speak. She would let Granger take care of this, because she had no
doubt that she would. In the weeks since Granger invaded her Manor, she had learned a few
truths about the witch. She was a warrior of Astoria’s calibre, or better. Her mind was sharper
and her information base a great deal bigger than Astoria’s own, and her magic far surpassed
Astoria’s. The two of them had more in common than was strictly comfortable, given the fact



that they had fought on opposite sides in the war, and Astoria simply couldn’t help respecting
the other witch. And if she could trust anyone other than her Lord and Draco to do a decent
job, it was Granger, because she never, ever, did anything by half. That included tearing
someone to pieces verbally. Or literally.

Her Lord nodded at Granger, who never had called him anything but Slytherin. At first
Astoria hadn’t much liked that fact, but it soon became obvious that Granger had gotten
permission to do so, and that made sense. Few from the Light faction called the Dark Lord by
his titles, and never as often as was proper. Harry had never done so, and she presumed it
would have created friction between her Lord and Granger, and probably Harry too, if her
Lord had insisted on his proper title from the beginning. Now it was known that he in fact
held three titles from three different Houses. Even people from the Light faction didn’t
hesitate to call him Lord Slytherin, the title he had chosen to give primacy as Slytherin were
the oldest House. Granger still called him only Slytherin, though, and given the general calm
tone between them, it was probably a decent technique of keeping the enmity to a minimum.

Granger pulled a purse from her pocket, summoned a notebook and a potion vial from its
depths, found a page in the notebook and levitated both book and vial down the table to
Severus.

“Potion Master Snape, as a renowned Potion Master, would you please take a look at this
recipe and sample and tell me if you believe this would function and function without any
negative side effects to the drinker?”

Severus nodded at her and began to read the recipe.

“I have also several pertinent questions to this scheme, should it commence,” Granger said
icily. “First and foremost. Any and all witches of age? Even seventeen-year-olds who had
their entire childhood taken by the war and are so traumatised that they can’t take care of
themselves, much less a child, or three.” The ice got steely. “What are the plans for those
children, unwanted and unloved, after they have been forced to life? Put them in orphanages?
In established families that still are trying to get their life together after the war? Let them run
wild in the streets?

“What will happen in twenty years when we have an entire generation of magicals, at least
double our own numbers now, that learns that they weren’t born because they were wanted or
loved, because people wanted families, but because they were considered necessary. What
will happen when they look back at their childhoods, at best emotionally cold and at worst
nothing but a true misery, and realise they are no more than numbers for our generation. Who
are going to make sure they don’t start a new war in pure rage over our audacity at giving
them life, at making them live, just to bolster our population!”

Rabastan began to speak, and Granger snapped at him, magic flaring out around her:

“I am not done yet! Then there are those witches that already have a family, like Head Bones,
who are the mother of three, even if her family is in another country. Do you really propose
she goes through with the pregnancies and raises another three children, when her family
already is beyond what is common for a magical family, and when a pregnancy is anything
but easy?



“And then there are the witches who are hurt so badly, not mentally, but physically and
magically, that one pregnancy would put them at risk, and three would see them dead. I know
of at least a dozen of those. I know close to thirty who wouldn’t be able to take care of a baby
for as much as a day, even if they managed not to kill the foetus or themselves while
pregnant.”

Ice was coating the table now and it almost hurt to breathe. That fact brought Astoria
somewhat out of her own rage, and she began to assess the situation with a bit more clarity. It
really wasn’t good. Harry, who was the only one who could keep Granger back without
having it all erupt in their faces, was watching Granger with eyes as cold as ice chips and a
small, but ferocious smile on his lips. If Granger decided to turn the situation deadly, she
would have him at her back. But then again, when would she not? Harry would never let
anything happen to her if he could stop it.

Astoria didn’t know what to do. She was still enraged and still disgusted, but she very much
wanted to get out of this situation without bloodshed. She was one of those who dearly
wanted a child, preferably several, and had tried to conceive for more than a year. She had
used several potions to try and make it happen, but nothing had helped, not yet. And at the
same time, she would never, ever approve of what Rabastan was suggesting. She would even
speak up against the Dark Lord himself if he should seem to approve of the suggestion.
Witches weren’t to be used like that! And babies were precious, they should always be
wanted, always be loved and always be cared for. Nothing else would do.

“In short, Lestrange, your suggestion is reprehensible,” Granger said. “You are suggesting
using our bodies as baby making machines, and the babies are nothing more than a number
for you, without a care for the humans involved in the process. You disgust me.”

Severus put the notebook with the potion recipe down for the third time, and gave a sharp
nod at Granger.

“What is your verdict, Potion Master Snape?” Granger asked.

“Mi … Granger,” Severus caught himself, “I would say that the potion has an 80% chance of
working as intended, with less than a 5% chance of any negative side effects, or at least any
negative side effects that would be unforeseen, given the purpose of the potion. As for
negative and unforeseen side effects; at worst there would be a slight allergic reaction and
nothing serious or permanent.”

“My thanks, Potion Master Snape.”

He nodded to her and sent the potion and the book over to her. Granger took the notebook but
sent the potion down to Rabastan to place it softly in front of him.

“All my condemnations still stand, but if you find an answer to what to do with the babies
when born, I have this to help with the bearing of the babies. A new potion that gives a
wizard a womb and makes them able to bear children, with much more success than former
potions and no negative effects, as Potions Master Snape just proclaimed. You want babies
simply to bolster the population; you can bloody well carry them yourself!” she snarled.



Rabastan stared at Granger with hatred in his dark eyes. “No one tells me what to do with my
body!”

“No one tells me what to do with mine!”

The room got even colder. Astoria’s teeth clattered before she suddenly was filled with
warmth, she blinked and looked at Harry right across the table from her. He had cast the
warming charm on her, Draco, the Dark Lord and Granger. The rest of the room, those who
had forgotten the use of a wand and a warming charm, was shivering in their seats.

“That is quite enough,” the Dark Lord said calmly before he summoned the little potion vial
Granger had put before Rabastan and studied it through the glass. “This is a decent idea,
Granger, for those that would like it. Do you have something similar for witches that have
difficulty conceiving a wanted child? The formulas I know of are not as good as this one, if
Severus is to be believed.” The Dark Lord made a gesture with his wand and the whole room
warmed and the ice disappeared without a trace.

Granger turned her head away from Rabastan and looked at the Dark Lord, like a feral animal
that turned its attention on a new prey. But she remained quiet and seated, just watching him,
waiting for a reason to attack. Beside her Harry lifted a hand and put it on her arm, as if to
calm her, or hold her back. Astoria didn’t know which, and that was disturbing. But at least
Harry didn’t egg her on.

“I will say this only once,” the Dark Lord said, lethal cold lurking right beneath his words,
“as I feel that this is something that should not require repeating. The choice to become
parents is now, and will always be, a personal and voluntary choice. For everyone. No matter
the cost to our numbers and our society. Because of just the reasons Granger made. We do not
want a generation of children that are unwanted and unloved, we do not want a generation of
children that has less than excellent childhoods, not if we can help it. We already have
enough of those.

“The use of potions to conceive are both allowed and encouraged if the parents in question
wishes it. What we can, and will, do is make it easier to become parents, to make it easier to
choose that. We will do so by making sure everyone has good and safe homes, that there are
Healers to all that need it, that everyone has enough and proper clothes and never have to go
hungry and that everyone can get a good education, job and life. That is what we will do. I
will hear nothing else. Not now, not later. I will, however, be happy to receive proposals that
will make it easier for our people to choose to become parents, proposals to remove
hindrances that might come up in such a situation.

“But first I want an answer to my former question: Granger, Severus, what about improved
conceiving potion for witches?”
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Astoria stood on the balcony and looked over the dark garden and parklands, towards the
lake. There was a glimmer of light here and there, and she could see the white peacocks move
like ghosts around the bushes. Other than that, the garden was quiet and still. Everything was
quiet and still. It was a relief, after the chaos earlier that day. The chaos and hatred and upset
Rabastan had caused with his cursed proposal. The Dark Lord had not gone for Rabastan’s
proposal. Which was good, because Astoria suspected that it would have caused a new war,
even more dreadful and bloodier than the last. With all of the witches and quite a few wizards
on one side, and most wizards, that naturally wouldn’t be treated like a baby-farm, on the
opposite side. She knew which side she would have ended up on.

She desperately wanted a child, but that was her choice. Hers alone. Not even Draco as her
husband … no, not even the Dark Lord, could take that choice from her. It was her choice,
and it should always be a choice, for everyone. She would fight anyone and everyone,
including her husband and Lord, for the right to choose. Her Lord could order her to fight and
to bleed, to kill and to die, but he had no right to make her into a baby-farm. And he knew
that. Thank Merlin and Morgana, he knew that.

Such a conflict would never happen now, and everyone knew it. The Dark Lord had
pronounced it a terrible scheme, even if he hadn’t used those words.

Someone scuffed their feet against the marble tiles behind her and she half turned to see
Granger by the open door to the drawing room. Astoria knew she could move as silent as any
cat, so she knew that Granger had made the sound on purpose. She was a scarily smart and
competent witch.

“Is there space for more people out here?” Granger asked of the lone witch on the big, empty
balcony.

“You are welcome,” Astoria said and tucked her cloak tighter around herself. It was cold, but
she needed the fresh air.

Granger nodded, summoned her own cloak and came out to stand by the balustrade, just out
of arm’s reach of Astoria.

“How is Harry? If you don’t mind my asking?”

“Harry doesn’t mind, and so I don’t either,” Granger answered. “It was not … an easy
episode. The meeting earlier today … was upsetting for him, too. Honestly, if Slytherin
hadn’t shot the idea down as hard and as fast as he did …” She gave a heavy sigh. “Be
grateful that it was my ice and not his fire that manifested at that meeting.”

Astoria swallowed. She knew what that meant. Harry had suffered an incident of
hallucinations, at some point in the course of the meeting, even if he hadn’t let it show.
During such incidents he could easily end up using Fiendfyre. In an earlier discussion on the
topic, Granger had admitted that she could explode in flames when angry enough. It was
close to, but not quite, like accidental magic. But her flames were more or less normal, while
Harry’s were not. If Granger got angry in a more controlled fashion, like icy rage, it could
manifest in ice. Neither she nor Harry knew why that was, even if they had a working theory
on why Harry used Fiendfyre with such ease, even while hallucinating.



 “That bad?” Astoria whispered; her heart hurt for Harry at the thought of his pain.

Granger turned her head and looked at her. “Yeah, that bad. Which was the reason he was still
stressed tonight, and the episode was harder than usual. Not sure if Slytherin appreciated our
way of dealing with Harry’s stress, which today was a lot of loud ranting and swearing, but
Harry calmed down and the last hour the three of us spent on reading a non-magical book
series that Slytherin apparently has mentioned to Harry at some point. If nothing else,
Slytherin gets to learn quite a few new things about Harry from these episodes.” She huffed
out a laugh. It sounded a bit hysterical, maybe a bit wet.

“But Harry didn’t come out with you?”

“No, he needed to move, so he took his husband and went to the conservatory for a swim.
Not sure if Slytherin planned on swimming too, but he joined him, at least. I needed air and
some quiet.” She hesitated. “And a drink. I need a drink. Do you want one?”

“That would be nice, thank you.”

Granger called for Dobby and asked him to fetch two glasses with whiskey from a bottle
Granger had left in her room. When Dobby offered the glasses up to them, Granger let
Astoria choose first, but smirked when Astoria hesitated before drinking. Astoria silently
cursed herself.

“Feel free to check for tampering,” Granger said and sipped from her glass.

Astoria did, even if she was almost entirely sure that she would find none, then she drank.

“That’s why you still check the food and drink before you eat anything we serve?” Astoria
asked. “You can be almost certain that none of us want to poison you, or otherwise drug you,
but you cannot be completely certain, and thus you check.”

Granger toasted her with her glass. “Exactly. Better rude than dead.”

Astoria toasted her right back. “I can drink to that.”

Granger had just taken a sip and sputtered in her glass but then she chuckled and shook her
head.

“I’m going to be rude again now,” Granger warned her. “I did learn better, as a child, but I
haven’t had much use for manners in a long time and I don’t fucking care anymore.”

“Alright,” Astoria said with a hint of trepidation. It couldn’t be too bad when Granger cared
enough to give warning beforehand.

“Towards the end of the meeting, when Snape and I discussed the possibility of creating a
new variant of a conceiving potion for witches … I got the distinct impression that you are
very much interested in such a formula.”

Astoria hesitated for only a moment. “I am very interested in such a formula, yes.” She
stopped and watched the branches of a close by tree move in the wind for a while. “We have



trouble conceiving,” she whispered. “It is on both of us. Me because of a curse I suffered
during the war and Draco because of a tendency in the Malfoy family for …” She stopped;
this really wasn’t her secret to tell.

“Inbreeding,” Granger said softly, without any kind of condescension. “As so many of the
pure-blood families, which then leads to problems with continuing said family-lines.”

“Yes,” Astoria said just as softly. Of course, Granger already knew, that shouldn’t have
surprised her at all. It wasn’t quite how Astoria would have put it, but in the end, it was the
truth. Malfoy men had trouble with getting their wives pregnant, they had had trouble with it
for generations already. At least the family-branch living in Britain had. She thought she
could remember Draco mentioning that he had a lot of cousins in France and Switzerland.

They stood in silence for several minutes before Granger spoke again.

“There are a lot of magical children who need homes and good families. Have you never
considered adopting?” She hesitated. “A lot of said children are pure-blooded too, if that truly
is an important consideration. And blood adoption is allowed now, even encouraged.”

“I honestly couldn’t care less about blood, Granger, my oath on it. I have my reasons for my
stance in the war, but blood supremacy was never part of it. And Draco would welcome any
child into our lives, he wants a family as much as I do, but he would probably prefer us to use
blood adoption. But … there is a clause in the marriage contract, that cursed marriage
contract, that I wasn’t able to negotiate myself out of … The next Malfoy Heir must be of
Malfoy blood from birth. Adoption, even blood adoption, is not an alternative before I have
fulfilled that clause.”

And she could still see Lucius’ satisfied smirk when he dug his heels in and refused to budge
on that clause, when she had gotten around so many others. If not for that damned man, she
could have had children already! 

“Then … and please understand that I’m coming from a place of compassion, if not for you,
then for the children that need a proper home … what about fostering a child? Foster until
you get the required Heir, and then adopt the foster child? Unless one child is all you want?”

Astoria actually snorted at Granger’s wording, but she caught the smile on Granger’s lips
when she turned towards the other witch. “Honestly, I would like a house full. But wouldn’t it
be difficult for that foster child, though, knowing they weren’t a proper part of the family?
Knowing that they couldn’t be a part of the family before they got a younger sibling?
Knowing that they wouldn’t be the Heir, even if they were the oldest? I mean, we would do
everything we could to mitigate such thoughts and feelings, but still …”

Granger slowly nodded. “I understand, but I also know that a lot of children desperately need
homes and families and that I think most of them would accept not being the Heir, as long as
they never suffered or received less, of love or attention or of material things.”

“I would never do that!” Astoria snapped, horrified at the mere idea. “They would still be my
child!” Then she drew back and blinked in shock at her own vehemence. “I think … I believe
… that I will have something to talk with Draco about later.”



“It sounds like talking about it would be a good thing, if nothing else,” Granger agreed.

Granger asked Dobby for a refill and Astoria said yes when she was asked if she wanted one
too. They stood in silence for several minutes before Astoria decided that turn around was
fair play.

“What about you? You clearly care a great deal about children. Are you going to foster or
adopt anytime soon?”

Granger jumped up on the balustrade and sat down, her feet dangling down on the outside of
the balustrade. A gust of cold wind blew her hair out around her, and she took a deep swing
of her glass and gave a small sigh.

“No,” she said, when Astoria had begun to suspect that she wouldn’t answer. “I’m too fucked
up to be a good guardian for a child. And I don’t want only a child. I want a family, which
means I have to find a proper partner first, then I can have children. Children I carry or
children I adopt, or both.

“I … believe I’m stable enough to manage if a child really should need someone and no one
else can help. I will be able to care for them, feed them, cloth them, teach them, set proper
boundaries, and make abso-fucking-lutely sure that they know they are loved,
unconditionally and forever. But other people will do a better job than me, still, and I want to
be able to do my very best for any child in my life.

“I do visit the children in the group homes. I play with them, tutor them and take them on
outings. Some of the teenagers get outings to the cinema in the non-magical world every
other week if they keep their grades up. I think I manage very well for those hours, else I
wouldn’t have done it. But on bad days, when the memories won’t rest, and I wish it was still
possible to rip people to pieces … On bad days I know I should not have the main
responsibility for any child. Not yet. But I want that day to come, and I work to make it
happen. I do really want a family,” she whispered the last few sentences.

Astoria had not been prepared for an answer of such a length or with such honesty.

“I know very well how that feels,” she whispered, then hesitated. “Please, let me know if I
can do something to help it happen.”

Granger looked at her, her hair flew around her and there was a small, fragile smile on her
pale face.

“Thank you. And do let me know if I can do anything to help you, too. Those of us that both
want families and are ready for them, should get the opportunity to have them.” She looked
out into the garden again. “Any objections to me spending the night on your beach? I would
like the combination of security from your massive wards and the calm and quiet of your
park.”

Granger had spent a few nights on the estate so far, but never in the Manor, even if she had
placed some belongings in her suite and utilised the bathroom, which she apparently adored,
according to Harry.



“Of course. Please do,” Astoria said, without hesitation, because she had none.

“Thanks. If you would tell Harry where I am, if he asks, I would be grateful. Else I will drag
him out of bed for a run tomorrow before lunch.”

“There must be a better way of getting him to make you waffles,” Astoria commented.

Granger smirked. “But why would I want to do it any other way? I get to beat him in our run,
and I get the waffles I want. That’s a win-win for me.”

Astoria surprised herself by laughing at Granger’s words as much as her self-satisfied smirk.
Then she watched as Granger pushed herself off the balustrade and let herself fall down a
floor to land silently on the grass and then disappear just as silently into the night.

Chapter End Notes
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My Monster
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Harry was about to take a sip of his tea while he watched Susan open a missive brought to
her by her personal elf, even if she now was at work, when Susan shot to her feet and
screamed. Before he managed to blink, he was on his own feet with his wand drawn and had
shields around them both.

“Harry! Harry!” Susan swung her arms around his neck and hugged him like a Hermione hug
grade eight. “They are coming home! Finally! They are coming home!” Susan let him go
again. She was crying, sobbing, looking from the piece of parchment in her hand up to him
and back.

The door into Susan’s Ministry office smashed open, Astoria and Narcissa looked at them
with drawn wands. Astoria with a snarl on her face and Narcissa with an icy calm.

“My children! My husband! My family! They are coming home!” Susan didn’t seem to even
notice the intrusion. She hugged him again and his brain kicked in and he hugged her back,
even if his heart beat hard and fast in his chest and the adrenaline made his hands shake. He
looked at Astoria and shook his head minutely. She had already gathered that there was no
danger and lowered her wand. Soon after the door closed behind them again.

“They are coming home! They are coming home!” Susan was crying hard now, and Harry
manoeuvred her into a chair. She often mentioned her family, letters she had gotten from
them, small gifts she had sent them, but she had almost never said anything about how
terribly much she missed them. That had happened only twice, when he had gotten her
beyond drunk.

That was how he knew that the big hole they had left in her chest bothered her so much that
she couldn’t truly think about them more than an hour or two every day, or it would destroy
her. And still, she had made the choice to move before them to Britain to help rebuild her
home, her world, even if the magical world in Canada had been her home for many years
now. Britain was her true home, and she was a badger that wanted to go home and was
willing to fight and suffer to get it done.

Deep in her cups she had admitted that she was terrified that her children would hate her for
leaving them for several months. That awful fear was eating at her, and still she remained.
Even after Harry had told her that no one would think less of her if she chose to leave and go
to them. They were her family, everyone would understand, or Harry would make them. To
top it off, she had refused the portkeys he had offered her so she could visit them, citing that
it would only make it harder to leave again.

That had only lasted until Harry had told Hermione about it in his second letter to her, back in
December. Since then, Susan had spent three days in Canada, every other week. The first
time, Hermione had simply stuck a portkey to Susan, activated it and waved while Susan was



transported overseas. The next time Hermione had held up the portkey and told Susan that
she had a choice, either she could hold and activate the portkey herself, or Hermione could
stick it to her and send her on her way, again. Susan had conceded defeat and stopped
objecting. Harry knew that she felt better, even if she still missed her family terribly.

And now they were coming home.

Susan was crying so hard she was hyperventilating.

“Home, they are coming home!” She gasped. “My babies! My babies are coming home!
Harry, Harry!” She was truly gasping for air now and Harry called for Dobby to bring him a
Calming Draught that he poured down Susan’s throat. After that he sat in the chair beside
hers and rubbed her back while she gathered herself.

“Thanks.” She dried her face. “And sorry about that. It was quite the shock. Gavril hasn’t
even hinted at thinking about moving here. I had no idea that he felt it would be safe enough
now! I mean … I have felt it was safe enough since Hermi got the bloody bastards that I hope
burn in Muggle Hell for all eternity! But … Gavril hasn’t mentioned anything.” She
swallowed hard. “They are coming home. I’m getting my family back!” She dried her cheeks
again, but the tears continued to trickle down.

Harry put his arm around her shoulders and hugged her as best he could from the side.

“You are getting your family back!” he reiterated, feeling his heart almost swell with
happiness for her.

“Yes, yes, I am!”

It took several minutes before Susan could say anything more, or think about anything else.
Then they read the letter together. Gavril said he wanted to talk details with Susan the next
time she was over with them, in less than a week, but he thought they should move within the
next few weeks. Maybe they should wait for the Ostara celebration, because then their oldest
wouldn’t lose any schooldays, but certainly not longer than that in any case.

Then they discussed the options of school and kindergarten for the children, because all her
children had gone to kindergarten and the oldest now went to a magical primary school.
There were a few day-cares set up by families where the parents worked in shifts to take care
of the children and there were groups with tutors that had joined to give the children the feel
of a school, but as of yet there were no real schools of any kind. There probably wouldn’t be
anything concrete before after the summer, but Susan and Harry agreed that the possibilities
that existed now would be good enough for those that hadn’t left primary school. They were
much more worried about the children that had grown up without any kind of actual school
during the war. They, as in the adults, had a lot to make up for, for those children.

That was a depressing thought and since Harry knew that Voldemort had a mountain of plans
for schools and education, and that they could do little about it right now, he moved them
along to housing. That would be easier to sort out. Soon Susan was grinning while Harry
tried to persuade her to accept the most over-the-top apartments, rooms and décor. They
settled in to discuss genuine plans for their apartment, with an atelier to work in for Gavril, a



room for each of the children, a big Master-bedroom for her and her husband with a suitable
bathroom. A duelling room that also could be a room where the children would learn and
practice spells. A big playroom, Harry had to insist on that one, and a music room, because
Gavril was a musician as well as an artist.

Harry felt satisfaction, pleasure and happiness flow through him at the light in Susan’s eyes.
She was getting her family back. They would be both welcome and safe here, and she was
happy. She deserved that happiness so very much.

He opened his mouth to see if he could manage to make her accept a small conservatory,
since he liked his own so much, when pain shot through him. Pain so intense he could feel his
body spasm and fall out of the chair to the floor. Pain beyond anything he had ever felt
before, it had to be, because all he knew was that pain. He couldn’t even hear anything
around him, couldn’t feel the floor beneath him. He lived in pain. He must be screaming …
With that thought he realised that he was capable of thinking, and that he most likely had
taken several mental steps away from his own body and mind to escape the pain, and if he
had done that, he might be able to get his own help. Because he didn’t want to think about
what this meant, that this happened, again, so soon … he didn’t want to think about it at all.

As soon as he began to look for the door to the mind bridge he shared with Voldemort, his
thoughts brushed closer to the pain, and the thoughts disintegrated.

“I sent for the Dark Lord; he is on his way!”

That was Astoria. Even through his own screams he could hear how very carefully she
controlled her voice. Even through his pain he realised that this terrified her.

Someone brushed his arm, touched it with Fiendfyre and he flailed his arm to get away from
the pain, from the threat that didn’t come from inside.

“I told you not to touch him, Bones!” Astoria growled; control snapped completely. “Do it
again and you will regret it!”

“But he is harming himself!” Susan cried.

“Your touch is painful!” Astoria shouted. “So much worse than what he already feels, he tries
to get away from it!”

“All of you, leave!” a cold, delicious voice said. It was like ice water on a burning hot day
and Harry gasped.

“Please …” was he saying that, wasn’t he screaming? His throat hurt so much, and he could
taste blood. “Please …”

Cold hands gripped his wrists. It felt so good, so very good, even if he screamed and trashed
and tried to get free. He didn’t know why he did that. And he recognised that he again had no
true control over his mind and body. The hands soon arranged him as they wanted him and he
was pressed close to a cool chest, skin against skin, even if he didn’t know when his robe had
disappeared. Neither did he know how or when he had left the floor and when the sofa they



were sitting in had appeared. The coolness washed through his body in calm waves and left
him aching and sore, and free from the desperate, burning pain.

It left him with the knowledge that it hadn’t been a one-time occurrence, back on the first day
of the year when Hermione had visited. It had happened again, not even two full months
later.

“This can’t be happening, it can’t, it can’t, not again!” He whimpered. “It can’t!”

“It did happen, my own.” Voldemort’s voice was smooth and soft and careful, cool velvet that
brushed against his overheated skin, his burning mind. “But twice makes a pattern and from
patterns we can get data. We will find out why, and put a stop to it.”

“It can’t be, it can’t be, no, no! I can’t, I can’t!” Harry was sobbing. Wasn’t he trapped
enough! He had given up everything! And now, at last, he had slowly begun to understand
that his sacrifice didn’t have to encompass all that would make him happy, didn’t have to
include all his freedom, just some of it, and now this! This!

“Harry, Harry …” Hands were stroking his face, his neck, his arms. “We will find out why
this occurs and make certain that it will not occur again.”

Harry just sobbed in Voldemort’s arms. When would it be enough! Would it ever be? Why
wasn’t he allowed even this much freedom? This much choice? This much happiness? 

The hands continued to stroke and pet him while he cried. Careful fingers dried his tears, and
he could feel Voldemort’s soft lips against his temple now and again, in a sort of kiss.

And his tears dried up, while his fear and desperation remained.

“Would you like a distraction?” Voldemort asked.

“A distraction?” Harry’s voice was rasping. He could still taste blood.

“No, a check-up by a Healer first, I believe.”

“What?”

“I will call for Astoria, she will do well enough for this. We are both decent enough to be
seen.”

“What?” His brain was truly jumbled, because he felt Voldemort’s magic around him and saw
the door go up and Astoria come in, before he actually understood what Voldemort had said.
There had been so much pain, and after, so much sorrow and regret and despair, so very
much …

“Deep breaths, Harry, deep breaths. Do not begin to hyperventilate again,” Voldemort
murmured in his ear while Astoria came closer.

Harry forced his breaths to calm down. It was hard work. There was a big, raw wound right
beneath the surface, and it was bleeding all over the place. The last of his freedom. The last



of his happiness.

He looked dully at Astoria while she checked him out and got Prim to gather a few potions
for her. He dutifully took the potions when Astoria handed them to him and then she left
again. If she had spoken to him at all, he hadn’t noticed.

“Not hyperventilating and not breathing at all, is in fact, not the same thing,” Voldemort said,
all smooth silk. Even now, that voice could make Harry shiver. “What do you think about that
distraction?”

“What kind of distraction?” Harry asked dimly, all the pain was gone now. The physical pain
at least. The emotional and mental pain was crushing, devastating, destroying. 

“A couple of months ago you admitted to finding distractions helpful when you felt too much
to think clearly. I consider this situation as such. Thus, I offer you the same kind of
distraction, should you wish it. We will consider the ramifications of the situation, and what
to do about it, tomorrow.” He pressed his lips against Harry’s temple again, in that half kiss.
“But not today.”

Voldemort waited, but Harry still didn’t catch his meaning, too muddled to truly think. All he
could think of was the suddenness of the pain. The pain that waited for him everywhere and
anywhere now, not under any kind of control, not on any kind of schedule as they had been
led to believe during the first six months or so.

Long hands stroked his face, neck, chest and arms, slowly, calmly, deliberately. And actually,
quite deliciously, when Harry thought about it, when he had to think about it, because a hand
went into his hair and massaged his scalp and that was too delicious to not notice.

“Oh,” he said, and realised he hadn’t spoken for a long time, too lost in his misery. It was
much better, much smarter, to pay notice to those hands that stroked and caressed him.
Especially the one in his hair. He tilted his head to give that hand better access and gods, how
did Voldemort manage to find the exact right spot with the exact right pressure? Harry
wanted to purr.

“Distractions,” he murmured contentedly.

So much smarter to do this than to drown in despair. So much better!

“Exactly.” Voldemort sounded pleased.

Harry just enjoyed the feeling of being coddled and caressed for a while before a thought
popped up.

“How can you move your hands this much? That has never been an option before?”

“No, it has not. I wanted to divert you from your thoughts, so I tried to move, very carefully
at first, but when you made no protest, I assumed that it was safe enough, for some reason.
You feel no discomfort?”



“No, quite the opposite, actually. You are very good at being diverting, when you put your
mind to it, husband mine.”

“Good. And no, I am not. If I was, it would not have taken nearly an hour before you became
somewhat cognisant again.”

“Oh,” Harry said again. “Sorry?”

“Do not be obtuse, my own,” Voldemort murmured against his hair.

They sat like that for a while, Voldemort caressing him and Harry just silently enjoying it,
and doing his best not to think. Then Harry slowly leaned forward to see if he was allowed to
move away now, and icy hot pain shot through him. He gasped and slammed back into
Voldemort’s chest, whimpering.

Voldemort coughed. “A warning would be appreciated next time, Harry.”

“I’m sorry,” Harry whispered.

“No matter.” A hand stroked his cheek and he leaned into it, without thinking.

It was better not to think, not now. He couldn’t do anything with the thoughts now, and
Voldemort had said that they would consider the situation tomorrow, and not today, so it
would be best not to think, not think, not think … He wasn’t thinking about the pain that now
could come without warning. He wasn’t thinking about what that would mean for his life, for
his freedom. He wasn’t thinking about any of the things he no longer could do, if he wanted
to be sure to escape the pain. He wasn’t thinking about …

“Distraction!” Harry gasped and forced his mind to focus on his own words and Voldemort’s
answer. “You said distraction! What did you mean by that? The distraction I asked for back in
December was sex, but we already know I can’t move away from you now, not even a little.”

“Yes, we know that, but on the other hand, we are very well situated for something else.”
Voldemort’s voice started out with a hint of dry humour and ended with a silky purr and his
hand almost, but not quite, by Harry’s crotch.

“Oh, I …” Harry swallowed. Astoria had healed his sore throat, but now he found his mouth
suddenly dry. “Are you offering me a hand job?”

“I am.”

“And you are sure you actually want to do that? Bearing in mind enthusiastic consent and all?
It’s not just because you feel you have to, to divert me?”

“I could offer to read for you, my Harry, yet I am not. You may consider my offer as my very
enthusiastic consent to this endeavour.”

“If you are certain, then yes please, and thank you.” This idea was so, so much better than
thinking!



“I do look forward to seeing you squirm on my lap.” Voldemort whispered the words in his
ear while he opened Harry’s trousers with a wave of his hand.

Harry huffed out a laugh at the words, of course Voldemort would want to see him squirm
and hear him beg. Not that the thought bothered him. It had been sexy as all get-out the other
times Voldemort had made him beg, so the thought of begging again was anything but
troublesome. In addition to that, right now Harry was more stuck in place than he had been
on any earlier occasion when they had had sex, as he couldn’t move because of the possible
pain. Maybe that should have bothered him, but for some completely unfathomable reason,
the thought didn’t make Harry even slightly uncomfortable.

Voldemort stroked his dick through the material of his boxers, teasing, as promised. The other
arm, Voldemort laid across Harry’s chest, keeping him close to his own chest, keeping him
there, trapping him in a more obvious and comfortable way than the knowledge of the pain
did.

Harry put his hands on Voldemort’s arm across his chest and leaned back into him, trying not
to arch into the touch of that teasing hand that had blood rush down between his legs. Being
trapped by the possibility of pain was horrid. Being trapped, held close, against Voldemort’s
chest by his muscled arm, was … anything but horrid. The fact that Voldemort had him stuck
like this and kissed the side of his face, nuzzled his hair and nibbled at his neck while teasing
him through his boxers was downright erotic.

He whimpered and tried not to move when Voldemort set his teeth carefully, almost
questioningly, into the spot where Harry’s neck met his shoulder and at the same time
grasped his cock through the boxers.

“Yes, bite, please bite me, please …” Harry arched up into the touch but didn’t get far before
he was pushed back down and had Voldemort trap his legs with his own, and thus made it
much harder for him to move. Harry whimpered and squirmed and why, why, did that have to
be even more arousing! He generally hated being stuck, and now he was panting with arousal
because he could hardly move, between Voldemort’s teeth in his neck, his arm across his
chest, his hand on his now rock-hard dick and his legs over Harry’s own. He was trapped and
all he could feel was pleasure and excitement, and he enjoyed it so, so much!

Harry watched, almost entranced, as the pale long-fingered hand finally, finally, drifted into
his boxers, gripped his dick and slipped it out of its confines and began stroking it while soft
lips kissed Harry’s neck and shoulders. There was a whisper of a spell and he could feel
warm oil coat the hand on his dick and he moaned and leaned his head back on Voldemort’s
shoulder. He should have remembered that Voldemort truly did know how to give hand jobs.

“So good, so very good,” he whispered, moved his head to the side and kissed Voldemort’s
jaw. “So good. Do I get to come?” After all, this alone was plenty diverting, and diversion
was all he had been promised.

“We will have to see. I believe it depends on how well you beg.” The voice was silk, but
filled with warm indulgence.

Harry swallowed hard. That was not a no, but not actually a yes, either.



The oiled hand continued to stroke, to tease, to move in different ways and find what made
Harry whimper, what made him squirm, what made him beg the loudest and what made him
almost come. The first time he almost came, the long fingers clamped hard around his cock
and stopped the orgasm in its tracks. That was when Harry knew he was in for it, and because
he already was a mess of endorphins and oxytocin by then, he didn’t mind. He didn’t even
mind when Voldemort put a hand over his mouth the third time he almost orgasmed. Right at
that moment Harry’s mouth had been very close to Voldemort’s ear.

“My apologies, my own,” Voldemort whispered in Harry’s ear, while he restarted the process
of bringing Harry to orgasm and released Harry’s mouth. “While your sounds are delicious, I
do want to keep my hearing intact.”

Harry whimpered and burrowed his face into Voldemort’s neck. Both his mind and body had
realised that he was safe with Voldemort now, so his overeager body hadn’t found the hand
over his mouth distressing, it had in fact been the complete opposite.

“Please let me come now, Voldemort, please, please! It’s so good. I want to come. I need to
come. Please …!” He was holding on to Voldemort’s arm across his chest to anchor himself.

“No, Harry, not just yet.” Voldemort dried a tear from Harry’s cheek before he just moments
after stopped another orgasm that had Harry gasp and whimper and writhe in Voldemort’s
grasp.

“Please! It’s so much! It’s so much! It’s too much! Please! Please!” He panted.

Voldemort kissed his face while the pleasure subsided just as bit in Harry, just enough so that
he wouldn’t explode. It still felt like he would, though.

“Please,” he whimpered when Voldemort began to stroke him again. His cock was beginning
to feel very sensitive. “Please, let me cum! Please!”

“No, not yet.” Voldemort’s hand was slow, careful, and insistent. Every movement was
perfect to bring Harry the most pleasure, and the most desperation. A much better desperation
than earlier, but still he was getting desperate. He mewled and tried in vain to push himself
into Voldemort’s hand, but he hardly moved, Voldemort kept him in place. He sobbed, cried
and writhed while trying to get more friction, more, just enough.

“Please, please, please! Please!”

“Shh, my own, shh now,” Voldemort crooned and increased his grip around him and made it
even harder to move, all the while he kept stroking his cock just right to bring him near to
orgasm again. He kissed Harry’s hair, then his temple. “Shh. You are so gorgeous like this,
Harry, my Harry, so very beautiful.”

“Please let me come, please!” He sobbed. “Please!”

“I am not ready to let you, precious,” Voldemort crooned. “You are too beautiful, too
desperate, too delicious like this, to give up just yet.”



Harry could hear the truth in Voldemort’s silky voice. He wasn’t going to escape this now. He
sobbed and felt more soft kisses against his face.

Harry lost trace of time and soon lost count of how many times he had almost had an orgasm.
His mind and body were wrung out. He couldn’t move if he tried. He was a sobbing, gasping,
begging, crying, pleading mess in Voldemort’s arms. His face was wet with tears and his
voice was hoarse from pleading, his body trembled, and Voldemort’s touch had almost
become more painful than it was pleasurable.

Now he was climbing towards an orgasm yet again and he was just crying from the pleasure-
pain. Crying from the desperation of almost orgasming so many times, but never actually
being allowed to reach the peak.

Suddenly he was screaming from the orgasm before he realised that he was coming.
Voldemort had bit down on that perfect spot where neck meets shoulder and put a hand over
his mouth to muffle the sound. Harry was shaking and crying while he came in great waves
that wouldn’t end. He couldn’t remember ever having such an orgasm before. It was pain, it
was pleasure, it was strength, it was surrender, it was trust, it was belonging, and it was
absolutely magnificent.

When the pleasure waves finally ended Harry truly was no more than a trembling puddle on
Voldemort’s lap. Voldemort held him still with one arm and his legs, the hand that had
tortured him with too much pleasure lay on top of his aching member, almost teasing, even
now.

“That,” Harry whispered hoarsely after several long minutes where none of them moved or
spoke, “was absolutely fucking glorious.” His voice sounded as limp and as done in as Harry
felt. 

Voldemort nuzzled his hair again. “Indeed.”

“Did you plan that?”

“No, I did not. I did not even consider anything like it before you asked if you were going to
be allowed to orgasm. That made me curious about what I could do, how far I could take
you.”

“And you, the curious being that you are, just had to find out.” Harry huffed, then he laughed
a bit. “I dug my own grave with that one, then, since I gave you the idea.”

“Yes, yes you did.” He sounded smug.

Harry turned his head and kissed what he could of Voldemort’s jaw and neck.

“I liked that, Voldemort, I liked that a lot. The begging, the desperation, the tears, the way
you talked to me while you denied me again and again, the way you held me, cuddled me and
kissed me.” Voldemort made a satisfied sound at that, and Harry continued. “I liked it even
when my dick got so sensitive it hurt. I might not want to do it often, it was a bit on the
intense side, but I’m game once in a while.”



“It hurt you?” He sounded sharp and displeased now, the body behind Harry stiffened.

“I got very sensitive after a while. The sensation can be categorised as just incredibly intense
or as mild pain, but either way I wouldn’t call it unwelcome. It was part of the whole, and the
whole was very, very good.”

Voldemort relaxed marginally behind him. The control freak he was married to didn’t like
doing things he didn’t mean to do, not to Harry, at least.

“It certainly wasn’t any worse than the pain after you bit me when we mated, it’s actually less
and will most likely last shorter. Also, I got off on it. I told you, I find some pain arousing in
some situations. This was one of them, even though, in all honesty, I didn’t know that when
we started. I learned something new about myself.”

Voldemort hummed and kissed Harry’s neck twice. The cum was a cold mess on Harry’s
chest, arms and stomach. It had landed on Voldemort’s hand too. Harry thought they maybe
should clean up, but he was still a bit too much out of it to do wandless magic with any
success. There was an uncomfortable twinge in his legs, and he realised that they should
move their legs before it got more than just uncomfortable. He told Voldemort so, and he
moved his legs off Harry’s. The pins and needles sensation made him wince, but he still
wouldn’t have it any other way.

Voldemort’s hand, the one that Harry held on to, began to stroke Harry’s neck and jaw and
other parts of Harry that he could easily reach, and it didn’t seem like he had anything more
to say at the moment, so Harry relaxed into it.

After a while in silence Voldemort lifted the hand that had laid on Harry’s limp and overly
sensitive cock since he spent himself. Harry shivered a bit at the brush against him, and
didn’t catch what Voldemort was doing at first, but then he lifted his gaze to look at
Voldemort’s hand and saw his tongue dart out and lick up the white cum from his pale hand.
Then he did it again. The pale, pink tongue was far thinner and far longer than any normal,
human tongue. In addition to those differences, it also had a split tip. Very much, but not
quite, like a snake.

Voldemort continued to lick Harry’s cum off his own hand and Harry was staring,
mesmerised. He didn’t know if it was the action itself or the tongue he had never seen any
hint of, that fascinated him, but he couldn’t help but stare. His cock twitched at the sight, and
he knew that if he hadn’t orgasmed less than fifteen minutes ago, he would be getting hard
now. Painfully hard.

Holy fuck, the picture in front of him was obscenely arousing, and he didn’t even know why!

He made a low sound and Voldemort looked down and met his almost glassy eyed stare.
Voldemort raised an eyebrow and licked a finger. The strange, intriguing tongue coated with
Harry’s cum disappeared into Voldemort’s mouth once more. And Harry’s cock twitched
again. He made another sound and licked his lips, eyes still on Voldemort’s lips.

“Kiss me?” he asked hoarsely.



“What did you say?” There was a smirk in those crimson eyes now, Voldemort had heard him
perfectly, but Voldemort was a tease, and he knew that he had Harry’s full attention. Case in
point, the way he right now sucked his own finger clean while keeping eye contact with
Harry. Harry gave a small groan.

“Would you please kiss me, husband mine?”

Voldemort made a gesture and Harry felt magic brush over him and clean them both up
before his cock was slipped down into his boxers again. Then Voldemort laid a hand against
Harry’s jaw and bent down slowly.

“Yes, I would, my own,” he whispered against Harry’s lips, before they met.

The kiss was soft. Voldemort’s lips were cool against his, barely a whisper of a touch before
they disappeared. Harry made a moaning, negating sound and followed Voldemort’s mouth
with his own. The lips came back, still soft but a bit harder this time. Several small kisses
before Harry felt a flick of Voldemort’s strange tongue against his bottom lip. He moaned
again and opened his mouth slightly. The tongue licked at the gap between his lips and the
feeling shot through Harry like a lightning bolt and he groaned.

It continued like that. Soft, teasing, testing, tasting. Harry moaned and leaned into it and into
Voldemort as well as he could with the way he sat. Voldemort didn’t make any sound, but
Harry could feel the hand against his face stiffen, the fingertips against his neck dig down
into his skin and the arm across his chest tighten. And of course, the cock he felt against his
back grew hard again.

In the end Harry had to stop before he hurt himself, either by getting too far away from
Voldemort to make the soul shard react, or by pulling a muscle in his neck or back. He drew
back with his eyes on Voldemort’s mouth before he looked into his husband’s eyes. Eyes that
held a fire as intense as his own. Voldemort watched him like a snake watches a mouse it
wants to eat, and a shiver ran down Harry’s back. A shiver of pleasure.

“I liked that,” he whispered hoarsely. “I liked that a lot. Who taught you how to kiss? I might
have to send them a thank-you note, now that you are mine.”

Voldemort stroked his cheek without losing eye contact. His lips curled up in something
more, something softer, than a smirk. “You would have to address the note to yourself, Harry,
as I never saw any sense in kissing. Not before you asked it of me and taught me both how
and why.” His voice was low and velvet soft, but not in the provocative way it so often was,
more in a calming way.

Harry leaned back a bit, to soften the strain on his neck. “You are an extremely fast learner,
then.”

“I try.”

Harry huffed, then he smiled. “So, kissing now, huh?”

Voldemort raised an eyebrow. “You asked.”



“You were being far too seductive for my own good.”

Voldemort looked at him in silence for a while and Harry had just realised that Voldemort
didn’t know what Harry was talking about, when the pieces snapped into place behind
Voldemort’s eyes. Voldemort smiled, all power and sharp seduction again now, nothing soft
about it.

“I wanted to taste you,” he purred. “It could stand to be repeated.”

“Could it ever,” Harry breathed and swallowed hard. “A question, though. Your tongue, I’m
quite certain I have both seen and felt it before today, and equally certain that it never has
looked like that before.”

Voldemort hesitated for a long moment and Harry moved to sit easier and lean into him, and
also so Voldemort wouldn’t feel like he was staring. Harry hurriedly put one of Voldemort’s
hands against his own collarbone, the other was still across his chest. There was a twinge of
pain when he moved, but he thought it was getting close to being finished now.

Voldemort rested his head slightly against Harry’s. “My tongue is like my eyes. They never
change when the rest of me do. There are glamours that could cover my eyes, but it would
make my eyesight worse, and I do not mind the look of them. I use a glamour on my tongue
more often than not, except when I eat or drink, as it does reduce my sense of taste, and
smell, dramatically.”

“Is that why you seldom talk when we eat? Because you don’t use a glamour then and don’t
want to risk people seeing your tongue?”

A long hesitation. “Yes. I prefer not to remind … anyone … how I used to look, and act.”

It’s me, he prefers not to remind me, Harry thought. He knew, because Voldemort had told
him, that before Harry moved in, Voldemort hadn’t used glamours at the Manor, just outside
it. And the glamour he most often used then, was the one without hair, and not the one with
hair, like he did now. Like he had done for months. Almost since the time Harry moved in.

“Back when you were insane,” Harry said in a low voice.

“Back when I was a monster.”

Harry would never know what came over him right at that moment, all he knew was that he
never came to regret it either.

He turned as well as he could in Voldemort’s arms and licked his husband’s throat.

“If I lick it, it’s mine, and don’t you forget it. You are my monster. And I can out-monster you
in looks any day of the week, so I don’t mind your tongue, or your eyes. In fact, I like both
quite a lot, so never hide those for my sake alone.”

Voldemort pressed his lips to the place where Harry was sure that he had left a bite mark that
would bruise, a feeling and a thought that sent a thrill through him, and didn’t speak for a
long time.



“You are certain of this?” Voldemort asked after a long while. “Certain that you do not mind
the reminder?”

“I’m certain, husband mine,” Harry answered without hesitation. “I cannot say how I would
react should I see you in your serpentine form, trauma being the bitch that it is, but those
small reminders should not give me any trouble. You are mine now, and it’s slowly getting
easier to remember it all the time. So, if you are a monster, that’s mine too. My monster.”

“Then I believe I do not mind.” There was a beat of silence, and then he said more hesitantly
than Harry had ever heard him before. “Since you are mine, I suppose … I suppose I do not
mind being yours. Your monster, if it comes down to it.”

Harry leaned back into Voldemort again, with his arms around him. He sat in Voldemort’s
arms. The arms of the man that had killed his parents, that had tried to kill him so many
times, that had hunted him and tortured him, that had tortured and killed so many of his
friends and allies.

He sat in the arms of the man that had made his life a misery, almost from the beginning. He
sat in the arms of a monster, but it was his monster now. He had married it. He had married
that man and learned to live with the decision. Learned that it hadn’t been the end of the
world, the end of his life nor of his freedom. Learned that the monster could be a man. A
patient man, a knowledgeable man, a considerate man, even a witty man. The memories of
the monster would probably never disappear completely, they were too gruesome for that, but
he could learn to live with them, and with the monster himself.

“My Monster,” Harry stated with a certainty he seldom felt.

“Very well. Your Monster,” Voldemort whispered in his ear and kissed his temple.

Chapter End Notes
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Midnights Conversations

Chapter Notes

See the end of the chapter for notes

“Voldemort?” Harry came through the open door from Voldemort’s own drawing room and
Voldemort looked up at him. “Do you plan to go anywhere later?” Harry didn’t fidget, didn’t
hesitate, but his body language was stiff, as if he expected Voldemort to snap at him.

No, that was not entirely true. Voldemort had observed Harry in the last few days, while he
read or talked to Astoria, or just walked down a corridor, and he was always braced for
impact now, always braced for pain. The pain that could come out of nowhere, at any place
and at any time.

At the same time, he had in fact noticed a difference in Harry the times Harry came to ask
him if he intended to leave the Manor. He suspected that Harry expected him to become cross
with him because of the questions, because of Harry’s fear. A week ago, Harry hadn’t
hesitated before asking a similar question. Now, when he needed to know the answer, needed
to know where Voldemort was for his own peace of mind, he hesitated, and he feared.

“No, I have no more meetings today and I will most likely keep to my rooms until dinner.”
His voice was calm, warmer, or even kinder, than neutral, because he had noticed that Harry
braced himself even more if Voldemort kept strictly neutral or indifferent. And he wasn’t
indifferent to Harry, or this situation.

Harry nodded. “Hermi is coming over. She found some new books on soul magic in Rome
and thinks that it might help with figuring out … whatever is happening.” He swallowed hard
and didn’t meet Voldemort’s gaze. “We will be in the Manor’s main library.”

“And I will be here, and give warning if I move.”

“Thanks.” It was no more than a whisper and Harry didn’t look at him again before he left,
shoulders slightly hunched. He didn’t close the doors behind him and Voldemort knew that
there wouldn’t be a single closed door between Harry and himself. Everyone in the Manor
knew not to close any open doors now, unless it was to their own private chambers. It was
better than it had been the first two days, when the fear of the sudden pain had made it hard
for Harry to even leave the room where Voldemort was. Now he forced himself to move
around in the Manor and the grounds, if the doors were open and Voldemort was in residence.
Harry followed Voldemort to the Ministry for every meeting he had, those that Voldemort
wasn’t able to move to the Manor, and didn’t leave to do anything on his own.

Voldemort knew that Harry hated being that way and that it made him feel trapped, and he
was surprised that he hadn’t been able to force himself to get over the fear, because it had
already been four days since the incident. On the other hand, after the first incident in
January, Harry had been allowed to hope, to believe, that it was a one-time event. Now they
could be quite certain that it wasn’t, and that made it all so much worse.



And there was nothing, nothing, Voldemort could do to make it easier for Harry. Because he
had no knowledge about the situation himself. Not that he hadn’t begun research as soon as
they got home from the Ministry that day. Not that he hadn’t used every single moment he
had where he didn’t have to work, to read up on or speculate about or make theories on the
situation, because he had. But so far, he had nothing that could help. They had learned quite a
bit about what it most likely was not, but they had no theories as to why it had happened not
once, but twice.

Voldemort gave a sigh, pinched the bridge of his nose and forced himself to focus back on his
work. He needed to get through this law proposal from Rabastan, even though he highly
suspected he would not give it his stamp of approval. It seemed Rabastan had forgotten, or
chosen to forget, the fact that the peace treaty made it impossible to subjugate the first
generation magicals in any way, shape or form. Not those that were adults now and not those
who would be adopted into magical families as soon as they were found.

Voldemort himself would probably have liked to have a bit of a gap between the born
magicals and those born from non-magical parents. He was simply too set in his ways for
anything else. But he was also intelligent enough to realise that such a gap could do nothing
but impede the growth of their society, and that it first and foremost was a lack of magical
upbringing and not a lack of magical power, that separated them. With the new laws where
first generation magicals was adopted into magical families, that would no longer be a
problem.

And he could just picture Harry’s face if he told him that first generation magicals would be
second rate citizens in their society. He would be lucky if it did not cause an all-out war, and
he could almost guarantee it would cause a private one. So, he kept those opinions to himself
and he didn’t let such ideas get as much as a toehold in their laws. He could not let that
happen, not if he wanted to keep to the peace treaty, and he needed to keep to that treaty. That
was what he had agreed to, after all.

The next evening, he again sat in his private study. This time he was reading through reports
on the progress of the rebuilding on the DMLE, and on the Auror Department especially,
from Head Bones and Head Auror Warrington. It was going well, all things considered. They
were both young, but also very capable in their tasks, and it seemed that they were able to
work together towards a common goal. They mentioned wanting Mind Healers for their
Aurors, as everyone had fought in the war and the trauma was sometimes making it hard for
them to act as they should in more violent circumstances. So far, nothing too bad had
happened, but there had been the possibility for escalation when it really shouldn’t have been.

Voldemort could only sigh at this, because the need for Mind Healers was not unique to the
Aurors, or the Healers and Medi-people at St. Mungo’s, or the children that needed the Mind
Healers so as to have a hope of growing up with the trauma of war behind them, and not alive
and ravaging through their mind and bodies. Almost everyone needed Mind Healers. Even
with the four Zabini had managed to get from France and Germany, and the three Head
Bones had tempted over from North America, they needed more to get through this. They
had needed more six months ago.



The sound of feet over the carpet in his drawing room made him look up to see Harry
approaching the door to his study, two crystal tumblers in one hand and a crystal decanter in
the other. He seemed a little more relaxed today, but not by much, he still moved stiffly and
he was biting his jaws together.

“Do you have some time?” Harry asked with exaggerated casualness and held up the decanter
with dark golden liquid. Voldemort couldn’t understand why, but the picture and the voice
made something in him hurt.

“I do.” Voldemort put aside the report and his notes on it and leaned back in his chair. Harry
sat the glasses down on the cleared space on his desk and poured two fingers into both
glasses before offering one to Voldemort. Then he sat down in the chair across from
Voldemort, took a small sip from his glass and leaned back in the chair.

“We now know that the soul shard incident has nothing to do with the stars, the moon, the
Earth’s rotation or the tides,” Harry stated in a too quiet voice. “We know it is not bound to
the time of year or month, that it has nothing to do with the magical sabbaths, and we are
fairly certain that it can’t be connected to when we first made the connection between us. Or,
either of the first times. Not when it was made when I was a baby and not when we first
began to calm the soul shard down after we married.”

Voldemort nodded, because they knew that with something very near to certainty now. Harry
and Granger had done little else than research the last five days, and Voldemort hadn’t been
much better.

“We also know that it has nothing to do with the ley-lines and we can be almost certain that
the ambient magic has nothing to do with it. Neither can I find anything about my own
physical situation that could possibly have any impact on the shard, like tiredness or hunger
or the like.”

Voldemort nodded. They had speculated about it, but Harry couldn’t remember any similarity
between the first incident and the second.

“We know a lot that it is not,” Voldemort concluded.

“Yes.” Harry drew in a deep breath. “And so, I have a question for you, because I know one
similarity between the two situations that shouldn’t have had any impact, but then again,
souls shouldn’t be able to be connected the way ours are either, so …”

“Ask, Harry, and I promise to answer to the best of my ability.”

“I was happy, on both occasions, very, very happy. The first time because I had Hermi back
with me, and nothing could make me happier than that. The second time I was happy for
Susan, because she was getting her family back and I knew how very much she had missed
them and I could almost see her own happiness and relief flowing off her. I was so happy for
her.” Harry swallowed. “How … how do you feel when you know I’m happy in a situation
where you have no place?” He almost whispered the words.



Voldemort took a long moment to think, to be certain of himself before he answered. He also
wanted to put his words together in a way that didn’t make Harry want to flee from him.

“I am both possessive and obsessive enough to wish to be a part of everything in your life,
especially anything important, but I am also intelligent enough to realise that that will not,
cannot, happen. So, while my feelings tell me that you should not be happy, should not be
anything at all, without me, my rational mind tells me to be pleased by the happiness you
feel, regardless of the circumstance.”

Harry looked at him for a long moment, his face a mask, before he gave him a nod.
Voldemort wondered what he felt, if he wanted to flee now that Voldemort had put his
possessiveness into words. He knew that Harry knew at least some of Voldemort’s
possessiveness and obsession for him, knew that it could be easy to see in certain situations,
but he also knew that he had never actually said it before.

Harry had not opened the door to the mind bridge more than once the last five days. That had
been on the second day, when he had panicked because he didn’t know where Voldemort
was. The fear, the panic, the rage and the hatred Harry had felt had almost drowned
Voldemort for a moment. The feelings hadn’t been so much towards him as towards the entire
situation, but as he was at the centre of the situation, it got turned towards him anyway. The
litany of trapped, trapped, trapped in the back of Harry’s mind hadn’t helped either.

He had found Harry sobbing in a hallway, terrified out of his mind and half gone into his
hallucinations. Fear, anger, stress, and any kind of emotional upset could, and did, easily
trigger trauma, flashbacks and hallucinations. Most often Harry could continue to function as
normal. Occasionally he could continue with his day after a small break, sometimes he had to
take a longer break or retire entirely from the situation, and sometimes it drove him to the
ground.

“Would you have thought the same, when this shard left the rest of your soul?” Harry asked
and made a gesture at his scar. “Would your rational mind have been able to think that I
deserve happiness, even if you aren’t there?”

This time Voldemort didn’t have to consider.

“No, I would not even have tried. I would have been spiteful and jealous.” The answer that
Harry most likely was leading him to, occurred to him while the words left his lips. “Oh, for
fucks sake!”

Harry choked a bit on his drink and sputtered out a laugh.

It made sense now, after what Harry had said. Voldemort before his fall would never have
accepted anything of his being happy, being anything at all, without him. Harry was his, his,
his, but that intense craving, that obsession, was tampered by the knowledge that Harry was a
person. His own person with his own will and his own mind, and that if Voldemort forgot
that, he would lose what peace he had made with his Horcrux, his soul, his Harry …

“Oh, for …!” Voldemort got to his feet and started pacing. They didn’t deal with a partly
healed soul. They didn’t deal with a mind that had been able to heal somewhat, that now was



able to learn and reason and change.

They dealt with a completely insane soul shard.

They dealt with a part of Voldemort at his worst.  

Harry had a part of Voldemort at his worst entwined in to his being, his magic, his soul.

Voldemort had never thought that he would ever genuinely hate any part of himself. He had
always been too self-assured, too aloof, too secure in his own thoughts and actions for
something like that. He had been wrong. Right at that moment he hated the part of himself
that was in Harry, his Harry.

He hated that part with a passion.

Harry stepped up to him and forced him to stop his pacing.

“Do you agree with me, with my theory?” Green eyes gleamed as they met his.

“It is more reasonable than I would like it to be, so yes, I agree.”

Harry nodded. “Hermi thought that you, that it, the soul shard, might be satisfied if the door
to the mind bridge was partly open when we are not together, at least if I feel uncommonly
happy. That way you, it, are not completely locked out, it will be more a part of it, of me, of
my life and feelings.”

“I meant every word when I told you that my rational mind is pleased by your happiness. I
want you to have a life, Harry, a life where you can feel happy and be yourself.”

He hadn’t meant to say that, not at all, but still, it was the truth. He knew how much Harry
wished for just that. Knew how much he resented the feeling of being trapped because of the
soul shard. How much he feared that the trap would tighten around him.

Harry blinked several times while staring into his eyes, his eyes shone wetly for a moment
before he blinked it away. Then he swallowed once and wet his lips.

“I believe you, but it’s not you that we deal with,” he said hoarsely. “Not as you are now.
Would you agree to try? To let the door be open, just a bit, so we are able to feel each other
when not in the room together, at least the strongest feelings? Not everything, and not all the
time, but some, just to try and see if it will stop … will stop it from happening again.”

“If that is what you would like, then I agree to attempt it.”

Harry nodded. “I want to … I need to try. It is the best that we have right now. It is the only
thing we have right now.” He stood looking up at Voldemort for several moments, then he
took a small, hesitating step towards Voldemort and came into Voldemort’s personal space.

Voldemort remembered the last time Harry had done that, the only time he had done that in a
non-sexual setting and of his own free will, even if it had been his Naga-side that indirectly
had caused it to happen. Slowly he raised a hand towards Harry’s face and Harry tipped his



head a bit to the side in something that could only be interpreted as a silent invitation. When
Voldemort’s hand cupped Harry’s jaw, Harry’s eyes fluttered shut and he leaned into the hand
as if he had longed for it.

Voldemort looked at his husband, his, in something akin to wonder. There were no outside
forces now. Nothing to make Harry want to be close to him. Nothing to force calmness on
him. Nothing that Harry needed distraction from and no Naga-side that made him want
contact. It was just Harry, just his husband, that leaned into Voldemort’s hand, Voldemort’s
touch.

Voldemort felt his breath catch for the first time in his memory. It felt a bit like he had
managed to tame a feral animal, a hurt and angry animal, and made it quiet down and accept
his proximity. He had even made it enjoy his touch.

The comparison truly wasn’t too far off.

He reached out his other hand and stroked Harry’s neck and Harry gave a small, contented
sigh before he shuffled a bit closer, and Voldemort put an arm around his waist to lead him in
close. Harry rested completely against him and Voldemort could feel a bit more of the tension
drain out of Harry’s shoulders when Voldemort carded a hand through his hair and stroked his
back.

“Would you mind trying kissing again?” Harry asked after several minutes in silence.

“Not at all, I would like that very much,” he answered honestly, and Harry took a small step
back, so he was still in Voldemort’s arms, but now better situated for kissing. Huge, green
eyes met his and Harry licked his lips before slowly moving in. Voldemort met him.

It was strange how something so small, so simple, could feel so electrifying. The feeling of
Harry’s lips against his made his lips tingle and when Harry opened his mouth to him and let
him lick his lips, let him taste his mouth, he could feel pleasure coil in his belly. It was new, it
was mystifying, and he wanted more.

Going by the sounds Harry made and the fact that he now was clinging to him when he
earlier merely had held carefully around his back, Harry wanted more too. Harry’s tongue
touched his lips and Voldemort touched it with his own tongue. It made Harry whimper.
Voldemort sucked at Harry’s tongue and a desperate moan was his reward, in addition to a
hand in his hair and the other hand frantically scrabbling at the robes on his back. He could
feel the reluctance in Harry when Harry finally drew back, the same reluctance he felt
himself. Harry was heaving for breath and the gaze that met his was black with desire, which
made the lust Voldemort already felt increase.

He saw Harry’s eyes widen in something like shock before he felt the hand in his hair loosen.
“Sorry, I’m sor…”

Voldemort lifted a hand and led Harry’s hand back into his hair.

“If you want me to trust you to tell me when you do not like something, then you will have to
trust me with the same. I am hardly made of glass. And as you are mine, I am also yours. I



believe we agreed that it was so. You are allowed to touch me, Harry.”      

Harry swallowed and let the hand glide through Voldemort’s hair, once, twice, and then he
nodded. It was nice and Voldemort didn’t mind, but it didn’t give him nearly as much as it did
when he was the one to touch Harry. The sentiment behind the touch, though, that mattered.
The fact that Harry touched him at all, that he wanted to touch him, it mattered.

“Yes, I am yours and you are mine. My monster.” It was barely more than a whisper, but the
words made Voldemort crave the man in front of him like he needed air to breathe.

His husband. His mate.

His Horcrux. His soul.

His Harry.

That day, with the violent soul shard at the Ministry, Voldemort had been surprised at Harry’s
decision to call him monster, his monster. It had surprised him even more that the words
hadn’t felt hateful. It hadn’t felt like Harry used them to curse him in secret, as a punishment
for his many sins towards his husband. Harry had meant it as an endearment, and he made it
sound like one. Maybe it was the possessiveness in that statement, the possessiveness he had
heard in Harry’s voice all three times Harry had used that word, that strange endearment on
him. The possessiveness that was obvious even when Harry only said ‘monster’ and not ‘my
monster’. But Voldemort couldn’t make himself mind his new moniker. Because Voldemort
was Harry’s and Harry didn’t shy away from him, did in fact shy away from him less and less
every month. Did indeed seek him out more and more, like right now.

Even if he was a monster.

Voldemort knew who and what he was, better now than ever before. And he was not a nice
man, nor a kind one, but he could follow the laws laid out, even those he didn’t particularly
like, when it suited him and he saw a reason for it. He was no longer insane, so he could
adhere to the laws, he could debate calmly, and he could make and follow plans. And he
could admit that he regretted the magical blood spilt and the lives lost in the war, though, he
regretted little else. None of those things made him a good man, it only made him sane, and
he knew there were people who would very much like to dispute that fact too.

He was a monster.

He was Harry’s monster, and his husband stood unflinchingly in his arms and enjoyed his
touches and his kisses.

Voldemort was stroking Harry’s cheek with a thumb and down his back with his other hand,
and Harry rested against his chest with his face against Voldemort’s neck and his arms around
his waist. Voldemort could feel his breath against his skin, and now and again Harry kissed
him. The hand on Harry’s face slipped back into his hair and then down to his neck where he
pressed a little. The sudden groan against his skin made his already hard cock twitch and
Harry’s hands that scrambled against his back to cling closer to him made him hum with
pleasure.



That reaction. That lovely reaction to a simple touch. His husband was truly delightful. He
wanted more of that. Craved more of that. Craved the sounds and the clinginess and the
desperation that radiated from his mate right now.

“Please, more of that please.” There was a delicious hitch to Harry’s voice and Voldemort
pressed Harry’s neck slowly, carefully, and felt Harry melt into him with several small
moans. Felt Harry’s hands struggling for purchase against his back and shoulders, while
clutching at him, felt his breath stutter.

Such a reaction. Such trust in him. Something swelled inside Voldemort. Deep and dark,
hungry and powerful. He wanted to lick up the desperation, the shaking hands, the small
moans, the stuttering breath. Would there be tears, would there be begging? He hoped so. He
wished for it. Craved that too. But only if his mate gave it to him willingly. He could not take
such things from his mate. That would ruin it all. His mate trusted him enough to come to
him like this, trusted him enough to ask for this, to be small and vulnerable with him, towards
him. He would not break that trust. But he would take anything and everything that his little
mate willingly gave.

Voldemort laid his arm around Harry’s waist and held him up when he felt Harry’s legs
shake. The harder he gripped Harry’s neck, the more Harry melted, and it felt so very good to
feel and hear him melt like this. Voldemort began to truly realise how very stiff, how very
afraid, his mate had been the last few days. His little mate was probably aching from the
constant tension and now that he thought he had a possible solution, he could let go. And he
did just that, in Voldemort’s arms.

“Please, don’t let go just now. Don’t let me go. Please.” There was a small, dry sob and Harry
pressed his face against Voldemort’s neck.

“I will not. I have you, my own, and I will not let you go.” He kissed Harry’s hair, savouring
the hands that clung so urgently to him, the face pushing into him like he wanted to hide. He
wanted more, but he held back.  

I will never let you go, now that I have you. Never. Not in any way, shape or form. You are
mine. My husband. My mate. My Horcrux. My soul. Mine. Only mine. Mine.

If someone had asked Voldemort what he felt at that moment, he couldn’t give any other
answer than possessive. Extremely, jealously, obsessively possessive. But it was not a hard
and sharp feeling. It was not one that made him want to lash out, the way it most often was.
He wanted to hold Harry against him, stroke him, cuddle him, take care of him and protect
him. Yes, he would absolutely kill anyone who threatened his mate, his soul, his Harry, or his
relationship with his husband. And yes, he knew such behaviour wasn’t generally socially
accepted, but he didn’t much care. It was still a gentler feeling than he was used to.

Slowly he guided them both down into a sofa, but instead of sitting beside him, Harry ended
up on Voldemort’s lap, face still buried against his throat and Voldemort’s hand hard on his
neck. Voldemort’s other arm lay across his back and held him in place. Harry clutched at him
and every time Voldemort shifted the hand on his neck or pressed harder before he let up a
bit, Harry moaned a low, delicious sound. Voldemort could feel Harry’s hard cock close to his
own hard arousal, but while Harry moved a bit, as if he thought about wanting friction, he



never moved much. And all the while he relaxed more and more, melted completely in
Voldemort’s grip.

The simple knowledge that Harry trusted him enough to relax in his arms, on his lap, that
Harry let him touch him, let him capture him, let him help him like this, was a heady
experience. Voldemort wanted more. He wanted everything. He wanted it, hungered for it,
craved it. Even though he couldn’t put words to what exactly it was that he wanted, even in
his own mind.

He just wanted more.

Voldemort had never been trusted like this before, by anyone, and for a very good reason. He
wasn’t to be trusted, as he didn’t much care about the wellbeing of a single individual. Not
before he married Harry. Not before Harry slowly, painstakingly, and not at all willingly,
began to give him enough trust to stay close, to let him hold him each evening, and then let
him fuck him to consummate their marriage. After that Voldemort realised that he would
make himself trustworthy for Harry. It had been hard work, but Harry had made it easier by
being so responsive, and by making Voldemort want more of that trust.

Voldemort pressed harder against Harry’s neck, almost hard enough to leave marks, and his
other hand drifted up into the long, black mane of hair with the shaved sides, gathered up a
good bit of it and tugged carefully, experimentally. Harry moaned, pushed himself closer to
Voldemort and grinded down, chasing friction. He tugged harder and Harry hissed.

“Yes, please,” a small sob. “Please.”

The sound that Harry gave when he tugged harder made him twitch again. The sound was
part pain, part pleasure, and utterly sinful. Harry stayed put and breathed in harsh pants,
trying to burrow against Voldemort’s neck, being stopped by Voldemort’s grip on his neck
and hair and whimpered.

“Kiss?” Harry asked tentatively in a whisper.

Voldemort pulled him back, out from himself, by the scruff of his neck and his hair. The
green eyes were almost completely black, half-lidded and slightly clouded, his face was
slack, and one tear had run down his cheek, his mouth was half open. A perfect picture of
wantonness, and Voldemort revelled in it. Gloried in the fact that he was part of it. He had
made Harry let go of his control, of his anxiety and fear, enough to become like this. And he
was the only one to see it.

Harry was his, his, his.

“Did you want a kiss, Harry?” he asked softly, smoothly.

Harry shivered in his grip and his tongue swiped his lower lip.

“Yes, please.” He tilted his head back as far as he could, which wasn’t much with the hard
hold Voldemort had on him. He heard a small hitch in his breath when Harry realised how



very stuck he was, but his eyes continued to be half-lidded and he didn’t stiffen at all. “Your
hand … in front, maybe, please? Not to choke, just to hold … please, if you want to?”

“Is this what you want?” Voldemort moved his hand from Harry’s neck to his throat and
pressed just enough to be more than just felt, and a far cry from choking. He knew very well
how hard he had to press to choke someone.

The darkness and the hunger inside him grew and swelled, the intense yearning for more
burned and throbbed with his heart. But he was careful, so very careful, with his little mate
who trusted him so much right now. Who gave him a gift without equal. He had to keep the
burning darkness and the craving for more, more, more, in check, had to hold it down. He
didn’t recognise the feelings, didn’t know why he felt them now, didn’t know what they
signified. He only knew that he couldn’t, wouldn’t, risk driving Harry away. Not when he
was so close, so trusting, so willing. His little mate.

And he wanted, needed, craved, more.

“Yes, thank you.” Harry’s eyes fluttered shut and a tear ran down his face. Now Voldemort
had to hold him up by his hair so he didn’t choke himself, because his body lost all resistance
and he collapsed. But when Voldemort hesitatingly kissed the half open lips, Harry
responded, both with a bit of pressure, with a delightful moan and then with opening up for
him.

So, Voldemort explored his husband’s lips, he licked and nipped and even bit, he tasted the
inside of his mouth and got delicious gasps in response and when he sucked on Harry’s
tongue again Harry shuddered and buried his hands in the front of Voldemort’s robes.
Voldemort continued to kiss him, taste him and pet him. He continued to tug at his hair and
hold around his throat, hard enough to be felt, but not hard enough to choke or bruise. Harry
was moaning and whimpering and shuddering and sighing.

At one point he literally held Harry up by his hair, and just a bit by his throat, as Harry wasn’t
able to hold himself up at all, even his hands had become slack. He was trembling with tears
running silently down his face, and the hungry darkness swelled up even further in
Voldemort. He didn’t think he had ever seen something so beautiful, so vulnerable or so
arousing as Harry Potter crumpled in his lap with Voldemort’s own pale hand around his
throat. The clouded eyes, quivering lips and tear-streaked cheeks made such a beautiful
picture. Voldemort wanted to lick the tears, wanted to tighten his grip around his throat and
see fear and desperation bleed into those misty green eyes. He wanted to see Harry’s hands
scrabble against Voldemort’s grip and see the realisation that he wasn’t going to get free. That
he was caught and completely in Voldemort’s power.

His husband’s eyes met his. There was no doubt there, no hesitation, no fear.

He had already named Voldemort a monster.

His monster.

Carefully Voldemort let go of Harry’s throat and smiled slightly at the disappointed sigh that
escaped his little mate’s lips. He moved Harry closer to him again and kissed away the tears



before hugging him close to his chest with a hand back at his neck. It took several long
moments before Harry raised his arms to hug him back. The grip was weak, but that was
alright. Harry wanted to be there, that was the important thing.

“Monster?” Harry’s voice was feeble and shaky.

“Yes, my own?”

My soul, my precious. 

“Would you … would you feel comfortable biting me? Now, I mean?”

“Is that what you want?” He remembered Harry’s reactions to being bitten, they were
delicious. He wanted that, very much.

“Yes, I think that would feel very good right now, and … and do me some good too.” He
whispered the words, but they were without hesitation.

“If you are certain.”

“I am absolutely certain. I wouldn’t ask if I wasn’t, I promise. The same place as when we
mated, please?”

“Yes.” Voldemort kissed the spot in anticipation and Harry shuddered with a little moan.

“Yes, right there. And … and hold me close, please. Please don’t let me go?”

“I will not let you go, my Harry.” He hugged Harry closer and held him tighter, he wouldn’t
be able to move much now. Then he pushed the fabric of Harry’s T-shirt away from his neck
and kissed the right spot and around it while he felt Harry cling to him again, almost
thrumming with something akin to anticipation. Voldemort began nibbling at his neck and
shoulder, dragging his teeth across his skin and biting down, just a bit. Harry moaned and his
breath hitched, and he pushed his face against Voldemort’s shoulder and his hips jerked,
almost involuntary.

Then Voldemort placed his teeth down into Harry’s flesh and began to apply pressure, bit by
bit. Harry groaned.

“Yes, yes, please,” he whispered, and his hips jerked again, but Voldemort held him so close,
so hard, that he wasn’t able to do much else. “Please, please, please.”

More pressure and Harry squirmed in his lap, but he was pushing himself towards Voldemort,
clinging to him, not trying to get away. Voldemort pressed his hand harder against Harry’s
neck and he moaned. Voldemort knew when he pushed the boundary between pressure and
actual pain, because Harry began to pant in harsh breaths while clinging to him with both
arms and legs, for dear life. Voldemort continued to bite down slowly, before he suddenly bit
down hard and fast. Harry jerked violently in his grasp and then he screamed down into his
shoulder while still clinging to him. The scream slowly went over to huge, racking sobs and
he went completely limp again while crying.



Voldemort had never been so aroused, so hard, in his life. He greedily wanted more, always
more, but at the same time he was in awe that he had gotten this much. Harry had voluntarily
given him this much.

There was a double tap on his back and even though they hadn’t talked about it, hadn’t
mentioned it with a word, Voldemort knew what it meant. He let up. After licking the spot a
couple of times, to shudders from Harry, he raised his head and just stroked Harry’s back
while listening to Harry’s hard breathing and small sobs.

“Thanks,” Harry whispered hoarsely after a while. “That … I needed that. Thanks.” He
hugged Voldemort, gave a huge sigh, and relaxed again. “Yeah, I really needed that.”

Voldemort felt so smug that he didn’t think he would be able to hide it. He was still so very
aroused and at the same time quite content. His body and part of his mind craved more, more
and even more, but the greater part of his mind was satisfied and calm. It was a peculiar
feeling. He stroked Harry’s back with slow motions.

“It was my pleasure, truly.”

“Good. I’m glad that you enjoyed it too.” Harry slurred the words a bit. He didn’t sound just
tired, he sounded exhausted to his very soul.

“My own, when did you last sleep through the night?” He kissed Harry’s temple.

“Three nights ago, and then only because of Dreamless Sleep.”

“Then let us get you to bed.” Voldemort rose with Harry in his arms and let him glide down
his body to place his feet on the floor. He half expected some exasperated comment that he
was a grown adult or some such, but nothing was said. Harry didn’t move before Voldemort
slowly herded him into Harry’s bedroom and then Harry stood and just looked at the bed until
Voldemort banished his shirt. Then Harry got out of all of his clothes, including his
underwear, and onto the big bed and under the sheets. There he turned around and looked at
Voldemort. So far Harry had only fallen asleep in Voldemort’s arms if he had been on a
mental break that let him relax completely. Still, Voldemort didn’t actually have to guess
what Harry wanted when Harry looked at him now. Exhausted, vulnerable, small. His.

Voldemort didn’t undress before he slipped beneath the sheets. Harry didn’t comment, just
crept up to him and right into his arms as if he belonged there. And he did. Harry was his. His
little mate. His tired husband. His exhausted soul.

Resting in the bed with a naked Harry in his arms Voldemort felt hungry for the vulnerability
that Harry showed, hungry for the pain and the desperation that he had already tasted. He also
felt incredibly content, so very sated and … peaceful. He had already gorged himself on
Harry’s helplessness, pain and tears. And this, this relaxed openness with a naked Harry
curled up in his arms, was its own kind of satisfaction and its own kind of craving. He felt
deeply possessive of the young man that now slept with his face pressed against Voldemort’s
neck. Possessive, and even more protective. Because Harry chose this. Harry chose to sleep
in his arms. Harry chose to ask Voldemort to kiss him and bite him and hold him. Harry
chose to strip naked and curl up next to his still dressed form.



Voldemort knew that there was much Harry hadn’t chosen in this new life they shared. He
knew there was much Harry would have done differently if he could. But this he had chosen.
He had chosen to be vulnerable tonight. He had chosen to trust Voldemort with his pain and
his tears. And he had chosen to fall asleep in his arms.

Harry had chosen him.

Voldemort was Harry’s. Harry’s mate. Harry’s husband. Harry’s monster. Voldemort was
Harry’s.

Chapter End Notes

I will be honest, while writing the last few paragraphs of this chapters I felt that this was
it. The story was done, or at least a part of it. Now Voldemort had reached a place where
he don’t only think of Harry as his, but also think of himself as Harry’s. It was a strange
feeling, writing those paragraphs and realising that it felt like an end, in a way. Maybe
the end of the whole story, despite all the plotlines that are incomplete and all the ideas
that I have and am looking forwards to writing, but at the very least the end of a part of
the story. Maybe the end of book one of several.

After thinking about it for quite some time, I decided against making it any kind of end.
I never planned to end book one at this point, and I certainly didn’t plan to end the
whole story. It just felt kind of … complete, with Voldemort realising that their
relationship goes both ways.
So, this is not any kind of end. I will not begin a book number two at this point, and I
will not end the story with this. I have far too much I’m looking forward to write.

I hope you enjoyed the chapter! Please comment and tell me what you thought of this.



Thunder and Lightning

Chapter Notes

See the end of the chapter for notes

“Harry, are you listening to me?”

He could hear Hermione’s voice, her voice in the here and now, through screams and
panicked crying and battle sounds.

“I’m trying!” He gritted out through his teeth. His head was hidden between his knees, his
arms over his head to hide him. To try and make him feel safe when his body shouted at him
to run, to fight, to get away, to kill the bastards before they killed him, or worse, killed
Hermione.

He needed her to be safe. Safe from that cackling laughter. Safe from those flashes of green
and red light. Safe from the purple curses that turned everything it touched to pain and dust.
She needed to be safe. And she wasn’t. She wasn’t. And he was hiding and why was he doing
that? He couldn’t hide when Hermione was in danger. He had promised himself he would
never hide if she was in danger. Just as he had promised her that he would never seek out
danger, seek out battle, if she couldn’t be with him. They were safer together and right now
she wasn’t safe, she wasn’t safe. Not safe. Nothing was safe. Nothing …

He recoiled at a booming sound.

Something touched his back and he shouted, but it didn’t hurt, it was … it was a careful hand.
A hand stroking down his back, slowly and gently.

“Harry, Harry you are safe. I am safe. We are safe. Do you hear me? We are safe. The battle
is over. The war is over. We are safe.”

Hermione. Safe. They were safe. The war had been over for months now. Because … because
he had married the enemy. Married Voldemort. For a truce. For peace. It had worked. And
Hermione was still with him.

Someone screamed while others cursed. He could feel the cold, bloody ground beneath him,
but also the thick carpet of his drawing room.

Hermione was still with him, but so was the war.

That damn war.

Harry brought his lower arm to his face and bit down. He focused on the pain. Focused and
forced the screams and the pain and the fear back. Sometimes it worked and sometimes it
didn’t. Sometimes it made it worse. Real, here and now pain mingled with old history pain
and fear.



“That’s enough now, Harry, if it hasn’t worked now, it won’t work.” Hermione’s hand around
his arm, making him let go. “And I thought we agreed that a Stinging Hex leaves less
damage.”

Harry shuddered at a painful scream that suddenly broke off and vanished. A life had been
snuffed out just then. He knew that. He just didn’t know who. He should have known who.
At least if it was an ally or an enemy. But he didn’t and the battle continued.

“No, no change yet,” he heard Hermione say and he focused on her. On her voice. On her
presence next to him. She was safe. He was safe. They were safe. The battle was over. Long
over. So was the war. He had to remember that. Believe that. Live that reality, and not these
horrible memories.

“What about that special Calming Draught you made him?” asked a low, mild voice. A voice
Harry knew now. A voice he thought he could trust. At least he could on other days. But not
today. Today his mind was … not right. Today he would fight anything and anyone that came
too close, except Hermione. Today he was still in the war, far too much in the war. He knew
that. He knew that the war was over, truly over, that all that was left was memories. Horrible,
bloody memories. Grief and memories. Regrets and memories. Hate and memories. So many
memories.

“The potion will force him to calm down, but it won’t be able to get him out of the war and
that makes it worse for him. To be forced to be calm when he believes he is in danger. He has
asked me not to use it in these situations unless he poses a danger to himself or others. I have
only had to do it twice; I very much don’t want to do it again.”

“I understand. The pain from the soul shard will most likely begin in the next hour, and he
has been like this since before tea. What would you say are the chances that he will get better
before the pain begins?” The voice was calm and the tone neutral, but Harry could hear an
urgency beneath it.

“Not good at all, Slytherin. And the pain will just make him more upset, and most likely
violent. Who wouldn’t want to protect themselves against such pain?” Hermione’s voice was
sad, so sad.

“Hermi?” his voice sounded like he had been screaming for hours and his throat was raw.
Right, right, it was one of those days, of course he was screaming.

“I’m here, Harry, I’m right here.” She took his hands in hers. “I’m here and I’m safe. We are
both safe. Remember?”

“Yeah, I do, mostly. It’s just so … loud, today.”

“Any specific time or place you can recognise?”

“No, a jumble of several battles and ambushes, I think.”

She nodded. “I’m casting a cleaning charm on you now, you are all sweaty.”



He nodded and she cast. She didn’t mention the tears or the snot he knew had to be there, nor
the blood on his lips and throat.

“Do you want a general healing potion for your throat and scratches?” She held a small vial
out to him, and he downed it without hesitation. He could always trust her to do what was
best for him, even when he couldn’t trust himself, or maybe especially then. “Some water
too.” She gave him a glass and refilled it when he emptied it. “Can you move a bit now? You
have been sitting all curled up for hours.”

“Help me up, please.”

She jumped up and hauled him to his feet. He could feel his body’s protest because it had
been curled up for so long and in such a cramped and uncomfortable position. It felt good to
change position and stretch a bit. A loud explosion sounded, and bright orange light flared in
his peripheral view. He spun around and saw the wall of his drawing room and the open door
into his bedroom. Nothing else, not now. He shook his head hard.

“Not over. A bit quieter right now, but not over,” he mumbled.

“That’s alright, Harry, you can hear me and speak to me, so that’s alright. You will get
through this shitty day as so many others. I will do whatever I can to help. So will Slytherin.”

Harry turned and looked at Hermione before following her gaze to the man standing at the
door to the hallway. The door was closed behind him. Harry blinked. He couldn’t remember
seeing Voldemort that day, but then, he couldn’t remember much of that day at all.

“Oh, hi,” Harry said.

“Hello, Harry,” Voldemort answered.

Hermione took one of his hands. “Harry, in not too long the soul shard will begin to act up.
Any thoughts on how you want to do this?”

Harry shook his head, and continued to shake it. “That’s not good. That’s not good at all. Not
now. Absolutely not.”

Hermione caught his face between her hands and forced him to look at her. “I know that. We
all know that. But you can’t avoid it. So how should we do it when you can’t avoid it?”

Trapped, trapped, trapped! Can’t escape! Can’t get away! Have to get away!

“Harry, stay with me. Stay with me now. Do you want me to stay? Or should I go?”

“Not go! You can’t go!” He placed his hands around her wrists, her hands still held his face.
“You can’t!”

“That’s alright,” she said calmly. “Then I’m staying. But Harry, I can’t touch you when it
begins. It would hurt you and upset you even more. No one can touch you but Slytherin.”



“You can’t go!” He flinched away from her when he realised that he put too much pressure
on her wrists. He let go and backed away, but she still held him fast.

“I’m not going anywhere, Harry. I’m staying with you. Always. I’m only asking how I should
stay with you. What would help the most? Would it be good if I read to you? I can’t touch
you, but then you would hear my voice and I would stay close.”

Loud screams sounded behind him and he jerked, but forced himself to stay still. Forced
himself not to turn around, not to try to save the voice, the too small voice, that begged for
help. Begged to see her mum. Begged for the pain to stop.

“Oh, Harry. I’m not going anywhere.” Hermione dragged him closer and hugged him when
tears began to spill down his face again. “I’m not going anywhere. I’m right here. I’m safe.
You are safe. We are safe. The war is over. It’s over. Truly over, Harry. Listen to my voice.
It’s over. No one is dying now. No one. We are all safe.”

Harry hugged her back. Desperately. He hugged her like he would never let her go, because
he wouldn’t. And the tears didn’t stop and the sobs shook his body.

“Harry, Harry, I’m here. We are safe. The war is over. The battle is done. It’s done, Harry.”
She stroked his back. “It seems that you will be reading, Slytherin. Nothing heavy. Try that
fantasy novel, maybe. He probably won’t be able to follow much, anyway.”

“I have no trouble with reading, but where will you be?”

Hermione manoeuvred them around and backed Harry down into the permanently
transfigured sofa that made it easier to sit together for longer periods of time.

“I will be right here. I can’t touch him as a human, but he needs me close to remember I’m
here and alive, and we have done something similar before so … Do not make me regret
trusting you with this, Slytherin.”

“What I learn in this room, will stay in this room. You have my word, Granger.”

“Good.”

Harry felt her draw away, just a bit, and then she changed between one breath and the next.
Where Hermione’s human shape had been the moment before, now stood a big black panther
with completely black eyes. She pushed against him, and he grabbed her and hugged her
close. The big cat began to purr and jumped up to sit between his legs. He leaned in and hid
his face in her flank to let her purring sound fill him. She was here, right here with him. She
was safe. They were safe and together. They were safe now.

“Ah, yes, that will indeed make a difference,” Voldemort said and slowly came over to the
sofa. “Harry, will you permit me to sit behind you now, before there is any pain?”

Harry swallowed and listened to Hermione’s deep purr.

“Yeah, alright.” He knew he had to, knew how bad things could become if he experienced
that kind of uncontrollable pain when his mind was … not right. He focused so hard on the



great cat in his arms and the incessant purring that he barely noticed Voldemort slip in behind
him, banish his shirt and coax him to lean against Voldemort’s naked chest, before he
managed to put a blanket between the cat and Harry. Harry had to focus on the cat and the
sound. If he focused hard enough, the other sounds, the memory sounds, decreased a bit.
They didn’t disappear, but it became easier to stay in the here and now and not react to the
sounds or the scenes that weren’t really there.

It wasn’t there. It wasn’t happening.

Hermione was safe. They were both safe.

The war was over.

The big cat butted her head into his chest and then looked right at Voldemort and huffed
before butting Harry again and forcing him out of the new spiral of panic. He buried his
hands in her fur and his face in her neck, and she purred so he could feel it in his chest. Like
thunder. Oh. Thunder. Not Hermione. Thunder. That made sense. She had spent a lot of time
and energy helping him today. It would feel good with a break. He wished he could do the
same. Just hide in another shape. They hadn’t tried to calm the soul shard while he was in
another shape yet, and today was not the day for experiments, but he thought it would be
worth a try. For future days like this, if nothing else. There would be future days like this, of
that he had no doubt.

“I do not speak cat, Granger,” Voldemort said. “I do not understand what you want me to do.”

“Not Hermi,” Harry said while he scratched behind her ears. “It’s Thunder. 90% big cat and
10% human. Just enough to know not to maul or kill the two-leggers, to go outside to do her
business and to stay by me right now.”

Harry wasn’t entirely certain about his theory, but it would be close enough to make no
practical difference. And if he was wrong, if Hermione was much more aware than that,
Hermione wouldn’t tell on him to Voldemort.

Voldemort didn’t have to say anything aloud for Harry to know he had questions, so many
questions. Harry could practically hear them in the air. He also knew that even if Hermione
had let Voldemort in on this much of the secret, she hadn’t given Harry leave to tell
Voldemort anything more.

“Why did you call her Thunder? That was meant as a name, I take it? Is it because of the loud
purring?”

That question was harmless enough to answer, so Harry did.

“Yes, but also no. The sounds she makes when she growls or roars truly are like thunder in
the forest, and much louder than such sounds should be from a jaguar like her.” Thunder
rested with her front half over their legs and her head against Harry’s stomach.

“Would you like for me to read to you, Harry?”



“I think so … Yes, I think I should be able to listen now.” It was even quieter now, with
Thunder in his lap and Voldemort at his back. Voldemort was stroking down one of his arms,
and Harry hadn’t really noticed before now. It was easier to not listen to the sounds of battle
and the screams of those hurt or dying. It would probably help even more if Voldemort’s
voice blended with the mighty purr from Thunder.

“And do you want something to eat, or hot chocolate? You missed both tea and dinner.”

Harry thought about it. He was starving, and not hungry at all, at the same time. He was
never hungry the first few days after a battle, and right now part of him felt like he was
standing in the middle of a battle. But he needed to eat, at least a bit.

“I could try some sandwiches and hot chocolate. I don’t know how much I will get down, but
I could try.”

Voldemort called Dobby and made the request for him and not long after a small platter with
sandwiches and a big cup of hot chocolate floated in the air next to him. Voldemort
summoned the fantasy novel they were reading; it was book number two in a long series
Voldemort had already read and thus recommended. Discworld. Funny that Voldemort not
only read books like that for amusement, but that he enjoyed them too.

Then Voldemort began to read and with Voldemort’s voice and Thunder’s purring Harry
calmed enough to eat and drink all he had been given, bit by bit. The battle slipped farther
away and Voldemort’s words and his body next to Harry’s and Thunder’s soft fur and
relentless purring became the foremost in his mind. Finally, Harry began to relax.

Harry woke up with a heavy weight on his chest and a hissing voice in his ear.

“If I feel hard of breath because of your body weight on his chest, what do you believe he
feels then?” Voldemort hissed behind him in the darkness.

A menacing growl answered him.

“Granger, it behoves you to gather yourself enough to consider that sitting on Harry actually
might hurt him,” Voldemort said icily.

Ah, that was what had woken him, Harry realised with a start. It was actually a bit hard to
breathe. He got a grip on Thunder’s scruff and hauled her off him with the help of magic. She
yowled and growled. 

“Sitting on people isn’t nice,” Harry told her in a raspy voice, and she hissed at him. He
yawned, unconcerned. “How long was I out for? Long enough for me to be able to move as I
wish now, but …”

“About four hours. I would gladly have given you the opportunity to sleep undisturbed
longer, but the cat wanted it otherwise.”

“That’s alright. I didn’t mean to use you as a pillow. Sorry about that.”



“No matter. I have been reading a few books. It was not challenging to sit still and be
obligated to relax for a few hours.”

“Did you continue to read our book?” Harry sat up.

“No, I stopped as soon as I realised that you had fallen asleep.”

“Thanks.”

They both got up from the sofa and Thunder sat there looking at them with black eyes that
still shone in the little light that penetrated the darkness. Harry pondered Voldemort’s words.
If Voldemort was allowed to look after Harry, then Harry was allowed to look after
Voldemort. But Voldemort was pricklier than Harry usually was, not that he ever would admit
to that.

Harry grabbed the book they had been reading and handed it to Voldemort. Voldemort took
the book and raised an inquisitive eyebrow but didn’t comment further.

“She is Thunder, because of the sounds she makes. I’m Lightning, not because of my scar,
but because I’m simply that fast.” Harry gave Voldemort a small grin and changed to his own
black panther form. Both of them were actually jaguars, but the definition of black panthers
worked for them.

“Alright?” Voldemort said slowly.

Lightning headbutted Voldemort’s legs and herded his husband into his own rooms and down
into a chair by the fire. Thunder at his heels.

“You want me to read, do you not? In this book?” Voldemort held up the fantasy novel.

Lightning gave him a slow blink and put his head on Voldemort’s lap. His mate needed to
unwind and if it was one thing cats could do with abandon, it was relaxing.

“Very well.” Voldemort opened the book at the right page and slowly one of his long hands
wound its way into Lightning’s fur and behind his ear. Lightning began to purr. Thunder
huffed, but flopped down next to Lightning. Then, half an hour later when Lightning no
longer was able to keep awake and settled himself on top of Voldemort’s feet to keep him in
place, Thunder washed Lightning’s neck and face before she used him as a pillow.

“I guess this means I will stay put and read for pleasure. Oh, the horror,” Voldemort muttered.

Lightning butted his head against Voldemort’s legs once and purred.

“You know, you are awfully expressive for not saying one word,” Voldemort commented,
then he called a house elf for a drink and summoned a small stack of books that he settled
down to read by the flickering golden fire. Two big, black cats by his feet and a small globe
of light behind his shoulder for reading light.

Lightning purred himself to sleep, with Thunder at his side.



 

XXXXX

 

“You are really sure that you are alright with this?” Harry asked Hermione for the third time
while they worked to ward and protect the room they had chosen as their work room. When
they were done, nothing and no one but them could get into this room, nor see or hear or
otherwise figure out what was happening in the room. When Harry had told Voldemort that
he would take one of the unused rooms and make it into his and Hermione’s workshop, all
Voldemort had wanted to know was if he should be worried about exploding experiments.
Harry had promised to give prior warning if he thought anything would blow up, but that he
didn’t think that it would, not anytime soon.

“Yes, Harry, I’m absolutely certain. I would not agree otherwise. But I still want that Oath
from Slytherin before we do the ritual, this is not something that should get out to the
masses.”

“I wonder if the ritual will change his ability to change between the shapes he already has,”
Harry said and closed a rune array by the door to stop it from opening unless they wanted it
to, or if they were both unconscious. “Strictly speaking, he already is a type of
shapechanger.”

“Only one way to find out.” Hermione gathered all her hair into a knot on the top of her head
and stuck a spare wand through it to keep it out of her face. “Remember though, he does not
get unlimited abilities to shift. We will have to do the arithmancy and the calculations and
figure out how much someone of his power-level is likely to be able to manage. I know that
he probably would survive the same ritual that we did, but seriously, no one deserves the hell
we went through because of that, not even Slytherin. Gah, sorry, it slipped out!”

Harry gave her a hug. “Don’t worry about it, it wasn’t in front of him, and you did say that he
didn’t deserve the hell we went through.”

“I’m trying not to say anything disparaging of him in front of you. I know that it can’t be
easy to hear when you actually trust him and even like him now. I promise that I’m trying.”

“I know you are, and I appreciate your efforts. But you know … you have to trust him up to a
point too. You fell asleep in the same room as him just a few days ago.”

“I decided that it was time to give it a try. If he should go back on his word to you, to not
harm me, then I would be able to react faster than usual in my panther form. Also, you were
right there, so I wouldn’t be alone against him anyway. But yes, I have been around him
enough now to at least be … somewhat at ease around him. Enough to trust him not to attack
without any warning.”

“I’m grateful for that. Before your first visit Voldemort told me he wanted some time before
you spent the night in the Manor. When I mentioned it to him again, after our night as



Lightning and Thunder, he told me that it would be fine with him if you want to spend the
night now and again. Just so you know that you have the option.”

“I will probably prefer to put up the tent in the park or on the beach, at least for now, but
thanks. Options are good.”

Harry hugged her again. “I also appreciate that you agreed to help give Voldemort this for a
belated birthday present. Honestly, I don’t even know for sure if he wants the opportunity, but
I think he will, so … Time to dig up the ritual, put it together again and make some
calculations to see if we think we can change it enough to be safe for Voldemort to try.”

Hermione nodded and sat down at the table in the middle of the room before she dragged a
small stack of notebooks and pens out of a pocket and put it on the table.

“These notes do not leave this room for any reason,” she said.

“Agreed,” Harry said, sat down and took a notebook and a pen for himself. “I believe I have
the first part of the set up for the ritual and at least part of the chants.”

Hermione nodded and opened her notebook. “I have the rest of the setup, the security and the
rest of the chants.”

Harry hadn’t lied back when he had told Voldemort that Hermione and he had Obliviated
each other to forget the ritual that made them both into shapechangers. Not that Harry had
told him that Hermione was one too, but really, that should go without saying. After the
evening where she changed into Thunder to keep Harry company, it probably did go without
saying.

No, Harry had simply neglected to tell Voldemort that it was a partial and very careful
Obliviation. If they both agreed and worked on it, they were very much capable of putting the
ritual back together again. Alone, on the other hand, they didn’t stand a chance. A little safety
net if they should be captured and exposed to Legilimency attacks. As well as a way to make
sure that they both agreed on it, if they wanted to share the ritual, as Harry now did.

Voldemort hadn’t asked a single question about Hermione’s ability to change her shape in the
five days since she had done so in front of him. Harry suspected that was part of the reason
for Hermione to finally agree to put together the ritual again and give Voldemort the
opportunity to become a shapechanger too. If Voldemort respected her privacy enough to not
ask questions of either of them, then maybe it was safe enough to admit to having the ability
to give him some of the same powers.

Even after writing all of the ritual out on paper and putting the pieces together, which would
most likely take at least two weeks of hard work, but probably more, they had to make the
ritual safe for Voldemort to use. They would use weeks, if not months, on the calculations
and the arithmancy to change the ritual into something that would not rip someone apart and
then put them together again, the way the ritual had done with them.

Harry refused to give something like that to Voldemort, even if he suspected that Voldemort
would jump at the chance anyway. It had been hard enough to watch Hermione go through it



all after him, and then care for her until she was back on her feet again. He refused to go
through that again. He absolutely refused. And not just for his own sake either, because he
had no idea what he would do with the soul shard in the days until Voldemort could tolerate
touch again, after the ritual … No, they had to change it so the cost wouldn’t be as high.
There was no other way. If they didn’t succeed in changing the ritual, Harry would come up
with something else as a belated birthday present for his husband.

Of course, neither of them had taken their trauma with the whole experience into
consideration, and after two hours of work both of them had red-rimmed eyes and blotchy
faces. Hermione because she remembered with painful clarity how it had felt to stand to the
side and continue the chant while Harry screamed in the ritual circle, knowing that what she
did could kill him and knowing that if she stopped the ritual, he would unquestionably die.
Harry because he hadn’t been able to convince Hermione not to go through with the same
ritual, and then standing there helpless watching her going through the same painful
transformation that had ravaged his mind and body.

“Harry, Granger, what is wrong?” Astoria almost jumped to her feet when they finally found
their way to the conservatory and the planned tea. She hurried towards them while she drew
her wand, ready to cast diagnostic charms.

“Nothing, really,” Harry said, but heard that his nose was stuffed. “We just … miscalculated
how hard something was going to be before we began our venture. Nothing is wrong, truly.”
He tried to wave Astoria away, but she looked at him with narrowed eyes for a long moment
before she sat down again.

“Malfoy,” Hermione said after she sat down in her usual silver chair, “what’s the rules for
drinking in this house?”

“If you need it, drink it,” Draco said with a small smile. “Just don’t get drunk before dinner.
Bad manners, that.” He snapped his fingers and ordered two fire whiskeys for Hermione and
Harry. Hermione took hers from the little elf, thanked the elf, swallowed half of her drink and
closed her eyes.

“We need to reconsider our timeline, Harry.”

Harry took the other glass from the elf with thanks and sipped it. “Yeah, it seems like it. Let’s
talk about it tomorrow. I would prefer not to think about that anymore today. We can continue
the work with the Nomagi repellent ward instead.”

“The one that you suspect might blow up in your face at some point?” Draco asked. “And
that is better than whatever you were working on now?”

“Different kind of difficulty, Malfoy,” Hermione said and downed the rest of her drink before
she put down her glass and picked up her teacup.

Astoria was glaring suspiciously at them during the first ten minutes, before she relaxed.
Voldemort looked like he dearly wanted to ask Harry what he had been doing, and maybe if
he truly had to do it, but he refrained. Instead, he mentioned that Ministry Leader Zabini had
stated his wish to be free of the task of being Ministry Leader. He was still prepared to do it,



but that role had never truly been something that he had wanted. He had always been
someone who preferred to work from behind the scenes. Or at the very least, not in the
spotlight.

“Harry, do you think we know someone that we might manage to tempt out of hiding for such
a task?” Hermione said and put down her cup for a refill, which Astoria graciously did.
Hermione didn’t check her cup before drinking, she hadn’t done it since before she spent the
night in the Manor. If she was able to sleep in the same room as Voldemort, she was able to
trust Astoria not to poison or otherwise drug her.

“Do we know someone, or several someone’s that might be capable of doing such a task?
Yes, we do,” Harry said. “Do I honestly believe that we might convince them that they should
take up such a task? That’s more doubtful. Especially because those that are best suited for
the position, are some of those that the war hurt the most. Of course, after such a long and
bloody war, there isn’t anybody left that isn’t hurt at all.”

“You think you know someone that might actually fit the position?” Astoria asked and leaned
in.

“Yes, two, maybe three that are still in hiding,” Hermione answered. “I’m working on them
to make them go and get an official pardon and their new identification papers. But to call
them paranoid is … to underestimate the matter.”

Astoria blinked and sat up straight. “Are you telling me that there are still people in hiding?”

“Yeah, quite a few that I know personally, and probably a lot more that would prefer to stay
in hiding in the Nomagi world for the rest of their days, if they haven’t left the country
without any plans to come back.”

“But …” Astoria stopped.

“What would it take for them to feel comfortable with at least getting their pardons and the
identification papers?” Draco asked. “Without getting those, life would become uncommonly
hard for them when the first post-war year is up. They need the official pardon at the very
least, and there will be a fine soon if you don’t have the right identification papers.”

“I know. They know it too, they are simply … not ready to trust that it truly is over yet.”

Draco looked at Harry. “Would it help them to talk to you? Or would they see you as a traitor
and an enemy?” He sneered, probably remembering the last time someone confronted Harry
in Diagon Alley as the Boy-who-lived-to-turn-traitor.  

Harry and Hermione looked at each other. “It might help, but because he is an old friend who
is living in the open, not because he is Harry Potter or married to Slytherin,” Hermione said,
and Harry nodded before looking at Voldemort.

“Maybe I could consider going for a visit in a month or two? Thus, I give them a bit more
time to do it without any prodding and I also make sure they have enough time after my visit
to actually get the pardon and the papers.”



“Of course, Harry,” Voldemort said calmly. “All I ask is that you are careful with your own
security, that you bring Granger on any such excursions and that you are back before dinner.”

Harry knew that the last point was to make sure that he was home well before soul shard
could make any trouble for him, and he agreed whole heartedly.

“Sure can do.” He smiled at his husband. “How long do you think Zabini will endure in his
position as Ministry Leader?”

“I believe he will be unhappy with it before the Summer Solstice. As I do not want an
unhappy Ministry Leader, certainly not right after an insane one, we will have to find a
replacement well before then.”

Hermione grimaced. “I will mention it, but I can’t promise anything more than that. If any of
them had been willing to live out in the open I might have been able to badger them into it,
but because they are still afraid …”

“No, please, do not use any kind of force,” Astoria said. “I would rather hold the position
myself for a time, than force someone into it. That is the last thing we need.”

“Why don’t any of you take the position?” Hermione frowned. “No, wait, I get it. You are all
too entrenched in the Dark faction to have such an influential and public position without a
pushback from the Light faction.” Astoria gave her a nod. “It’s the same reason Harry and I
wouldn’t be any good in the position either. Not so sure about the people I mentioned now.
They are all definitely Light, but none of them are as … public as any of us.”

“If you get them out in the open and they seem interested, let me know please,” Astoria said,
and Hermione nodded.

“By the way, Mrs. Malfoy, I’m going to Greece in a few days. Just for a day. The Naga-clan
have gotten a chance to calm down now, so I want to try and talk to that Healer again. Did
you want to join me?”

“Do I want to go to Greece and meet a whole clan of Naga?” Astoria blinked before a grin
split her face. “Count me in, Granger!”

“I’m not sure if I should worry more about my wife and Granger, or the poor, poor Naga-
clan,” Draco said in a fake whisper to Harry.

“They will never know what hit them,” Harry murmured back. “Unfortunately, that doesn’t
mean they will get good results.”

“Granger is brilliantly smart, and my wife is cunning to the core, together they certainly have
a better chance than alone.”

“Point, but I’m not going to bet on anything.”

“Wimp.”

“Prat.”



“Git.”

“Boys!” two female voices said at the same time.

Draco and Harry snickered and at the other side of Harry he heard a chuckle, low and deep.
Harry turned his head and met Voldemort’s gaze. The red eyes were laughing, but the chuckle
was now only a slight upward twist of his lips.
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It was an uncommonly warm day for early March and Harry sat with Hermione on the beach
by the lake at the Malfoy Manor estate, looking out over the sparkling water in the early
spring sun.

“At least none of you got hurt this time,” Harry said.

“We didn’t get any answers either,” Hermione grumbled, then she sighed. “But I was allowed
to actually explain the situation to the Naga Healer and have him listen and not just turn on
me at once. That’s something, I guess.”

Harry hesitated. “Did he say something?”

“Not really. I think … I think submissive Naga are so very used to being the bearer of their
children that it’s hard for him to understand that a submissive Naga doesn’t want to. That it in
fact might be detrimental to your health if it should happen. But I do believe that he truly did
listen this time. I will give him some time to think about it, again. Mrs. Malfoy was a gem, by
the way. When she removed her glamour and let the Healer see her actual features … I think
that helped him understand that there is Naga, and then there are different snake people with
different ways of life. Not that Mrs. Malfoy is part of an actual people, but still … It was
helpful. She was helpful.”

“She does that,” Harry said with a small smile.

They sat in silence looking out over the gently lapping water. Harry grabbed a handful of
sand and watched it as he let it drift out of his palm and back to the ground again. He didn’t
look up when he began speaking.

“Hermi, does it bother you? I mean … the fact that I most often trust and even like Voldemort
now? And … and the fact that I already have had sex with him more than the one necessary
time and that I … well, I plan on having more sex with him at some time or another. Does
that bother you? Do you think that I … that I have gone too far?”

She leaned back on her elbows and watched the lake for a long moment before she turned her
head and looked him in the face. “As long as you are safe and as long as it’s consensual, I
don’t give a fuck about who you shag, Harry. I never have and I never will. Honestly,
knowing you, I’m not the least bit surprised that you find it hard to stay celibate. I might have
believed that you would use more time before you were comfortable enough to shag more
than once, but with the mind bridge between you and the knowledge and safety that bridge
helped build … I’m not surprised it went faster than I believed it would.”

Harry swallowed hard. “Good, that’s good. Thanks. And do you really have to use that
word?”



“Oh, you mean … shag? Does it bother you to know you are a Brit who is shagging your
husband? What’s wrong with a good shag now and again?”

“Hermi!” He tossed a handful of sand at her, and she retaliated with a laugh.  

They managed to quit before they become late to the meeting they had with Susan in Diagon
Alley. They were going to redecorate the big apartment Susan had gotten for her whole
family, and then they were going to move Susan into the apartment. The family was set to
arrive in two weeks and Susan walked on clouds. She was much more amenable to Harry’s
decoration ideas than the first time around. Harry had a blast with making the children’s
rooms and a playroom and a conservatory with glass walls. Susan wanted to wait with the
children’s rooms until they could decide on the colours and decoration themselves, but Harry
promised to come back and redecorate as many times as they wanted until everyone was
completely happy.

“Unless, of course, you now plan to kick me out of your life and never let me in here ever
again,” he told Susan.

He only got a glare for his trouble. That and a promise of coffee and cake when he was done
with the master bedroom.

 Together with Hermione and Susan he also made sure that the apartment would be safe, safe
from fire, intruders, accidents, Nomagi people and everything else they could think of. They
needed to put up the wards in stages, but they did begin the work that day.

After hours of work, they sat down outside the little coffee house that was Harry’s favourite
to rest and drink some coffee and eat some well-earned cake. It was Severus and Narcissa
that had joined them as security, partly because Narcissa was very good at interior design and
colour combination and partly because Severus was one of the better Rune Masters among
Voldemort’s forces and Harry had used both of them to help with Susan’s apartment. Thus
Harry saw Severus’ reaction at someone approaching behind Harry, before they came too
close. But because Severus’ didn’t react with more than just widening his eyes, Harry didn’t
worry while he got up from his chair and turned around. 

Then he froze. Hermione jumped up, spun around and let out a very unusual squeal of delight
before she threw herself at the blonde woman standing there. Susan let out a gasp and hurried
towards the two other witches, hugging them both with a small sob. It took several long
moments before Hermione and Susan let the younger witch go and Harry got a good look at
her.

She was older and more worn now, and she had a sharper gaze in those sky-blue eyes than
she had had back when they were all still in school. But she also looked much better now,
after years out of the war, then she had done when he last saw her. When he had sent her
away to keep her, and her charges, safe from the Death Eaters. Safe from the war. When he
had sent them all away to keep them alive. So that they one day could come back.

He just hadn’t thought that that day would come so soon.



“Harry Potter,” she said, with a small smile and gods, she had kept that dreamy voice. Harry
felt something block his throat and he swallowed hard.

“Luna Lovegood,” he said hoarsely. “As I live and breathe …” His eyes stung while he
closed the distance between them and drew her into a hug. She hugged him back with all her
might. “Little Moon,” Harry whispered and kissed her hair. “Welcome back, Little Moon.”

She turned her face up towards him and kissed his cheek. “Thank you. I know it might feel
too soon, but we are needed here now. All of us.”

Of course she would know that he wanted to comment on that, even before he opened his
mouth to ask. He guessed it was somewhat hypocritical of him, wanting people that were in
hiding here in Britain to come out of hiding, and at the same time not wanting Luna to come
back yet, because he feared that it wouldn’t be safe. No, it wasn’t just somewhat hypocritical;
he was a plain, old hypocrite. He just really wanted her safe, after everything she, and her
charges, had been through.

Harry swallowed again and took a step back to look at the little group behind Luna. Three
young adults, two witches and a wizard, and four children between the ages of six and fifteen.
The three adults had their wands drawn and they stood around the four children on obvious
guard.

“Let’s introduce ourselves, and then we need to eat,” Luna said. “It was a long journey with
several stops. It was much easier when you sent us overseas with only one portkey.”

“You could have gotten a hold of me, and I would have picked you up,” Hermione said and
hugged Luna again. “I would have popped over in a heartbeat.”

“I wanted it to be a surprise,” Luna said.

Susan laughed. “You succeeded!”

Luna grinned. “Children, this is Harry Potter, Hermione Granger and Susan Bones, my very
good friends. Behind them stands Severus Snape, my former potions professor, and Lady
Narcissa Malfoy.”

Severus gave a sharp nod and Narcissa gave a more cordial one, she even smiled slightly at
them. Probably because she could see how very on edge all the youngsters were and cared
enough to try and alleviate it a bit.

“This is my family. Thaddeus Nott is the youngest,” Luna gestured at the little boy and
continued to introduce them, “then Ramona Shacklebolt, Aletha Shafiq, Talon Bandini. Then
there are my grown children, Amaranth Carrow, Hyacinth Parkinson and Hayden Arbutus.”

“It is nice to meet you all,” Narcissa said.

Harry turned towards the table they had sat by and found two other empty tables and put
them all together before he summoned enough menus for all of them.



“It’s simple fare, but it’s good,” he told Luna. “If you want something else, Hermi could
probably run into the Nomagi world and get it. I can’t do it without my stalkers.” He made a
gesture at Severus and Narcissa. Narcissa frowned disapprovingly, but Severus still managed
to keep his tongue behind his teeth and his face almost clean of any expression.

“Something simple is good, we just really need to get something in the two youngest,”
Hyacinth Parkinson said while she got Thaddeus Nott and Ramona Shacklebolt down on
chairs on either side of her, while Hayden Arbutus got Aletha Shafiq to sit down next to him.

“Let’s sample the wares and then talk about what needs to be done,” Amaranth Carrow said
and picked up her menu.

“Excuse me, what are you talking about?” Susan asked and sat down again.

Harry stopped before sitting down. There was a strange sensation from the slightly open
mind door to Voldemort and he focused on it and then he decided to just ask.

*What’s up, husband mine?*

*Harry, would you please inform me why Narcissa asked for my presence rather urgently five
minutes ago, and you seem more elated than anything else? I would have gotten there
immediately, if not for that elated feeling.*

*Oh, I guess it might have seemed a bit weird at first, for someone not knowing everyone
involved. Luna Lovegood appeared suddenly with her charges. She wanted to surprise us. We
sent them all away for one reason or another during the war and now they are back. I don’t
know yet why they decided to come now and not later, but I plan to ask.*

*Who did she bring with her?*

Harry told him the names of the young adults and children that Luna had made into her
family.

*Hyacinth Parkinson and Aletha Shafiq will be the last of their once great lines,* Voldemort
commented. *The family vaults at Gringotts are frozen and none of mine could tell me where
the children are. I would have thought the same of Ramona Shacklebolt, but that vault is not
frozen because of a dead family line or only underage members.*

Harry sat down on his chair when Hermione tugged at his robe, and he sat with her on one
side and Luna on the other. *Knowing Luna, that might be part of the reason they came here
now. To unfreeze the vaults and help the economy.* Harry hesitated, but didn’t comment on
Ramona Shacklebolt. *Voldemort, Luna and these seven children have become a family
during their long stay in the States. I can see it just by looking at them.* He didn’t try to hold
back on the dread he felt when he continued. *Will anyone try to break them up? Aletha
Shafiq is the last of her direct line and underage, but all the other kids have relatives, some
closer than others. Thaddeus is Theodore Nott’s much younger half-brother, but neither he
nor his new siblings or foster mother will accept separation lightly.* Harry watched as
Parkinson handed little Nott the juice he had wanted with his meal.



*I believe this conversation is better had in person, if you do not mind?*

*That’s fine with me, just … be kind, please. The youngest are all children of war, the oldest
grew up in it, and Luna … Luna … I don’t know if you remember her, but Hermi and I got
her out of Malfoy Manor after she had been held there for almost three years.* He did try to
hold back on the despair he felt when he remembered how Luna had looked and acted the
first few months after they had gotten her out of her captivity.

Voldemort didn’t answer at first, but Harry felt the regret coming from him. It was a quiet,
almost non-existent thing, but it was there. Harry didn’t know if Voldemort felt regret for
what had happened to the children or Luna, or regret of what Harry had experienced and felt
during the war. Still, that regret was more than Harry had ever thought Voldemort would feel,
or be capable of feeling.

*I give you my word that I will do my best, my own,* Voldemort said in a low voice.

“My husband will join us soon, I hope no one minds,” Harry said, as if anyone, even
Hermione would say out loud that they didn’t want Voldemort there. Silently Harry prayed
that it would work out alright.

Hours later Harry sat alone in their private conservatory. Hermione had taken Luna and her
children to camp in the forest until a new apartment building could be raised, with a big
apartment for Luna and the four youngest, and a smaller apartment that the three young
adults could share, right next door. It would be Harry’s project for the next day or two. The
building plans were already there, it would be one of the last buildings in the District this
time around, but without Harry it would take at least two weeks to build. Since he didn’t have
any other important plans and because he truly wanted to give Luna and her children a good,
safe home, he had volunteered. Or insisted that he would do the job; that would probably be
more accurate. He would only finish Luna’s and the youngsters’ apartments, and let the
people hired to build the house actually finish the job. Until their new home was ready, they
would place their travelling suitcase with the movable apartment in Hermione’s tent, beneath
her wards. Not counting the wards around the two magical villages, the District and the
Manor Houses, you couldn’t get much better wards than Hermione’s. So, they were safe for
tonight.

Susan, and the rest of them, had soon figured out what Amaranth Carrow had meant by
sampling the wares and talking about what needed to be done. Amaranth, Mara for short,
liked food and the whole process with making food, down to planting, growing and
harvesting vegetables, corn, fruit and other things, as well as hunting and animal husbandry.
She had always had some interest, but mostly in making the food after it was dead or
harvested. Then, last fall, she had read The Prophet’s about how Magical Britain wasn’t able
to sustain themselves. Not in food nor in anything else. Then her interest in growing food and
having food animals began in full. She had used the months since then to make herself
something of an expert in the field of magical farming, with great success.

She and Hermione had had a long discussion about Hermione’s idea about getting food and
things from the Nomagi world. Amaranth liked the idea short term, and also liked to have the
option of getting things from the Nomagi world, because they had a lot more of different



things than the magical world did, but she vehemently believed that they should be self-
sufficient when it came to food.

Luna had told the table that her little Mara reminded her heavily of a younger Hermione on a
permanent research binge. Apparently, the young witch had an eidetic memory too, and could
easily finish several books in a day. Luna admitted, with her mild smile, that she was grateful
that Mara liked cooking, if only just so she wouldn’t sit with her books all the time.

Harry hadn’t known if he was proud of Amaranth Carrow, or afraid for her, when she after
talking about her knowledge and expertise, looked straight at Voldemort, and said:

“Magical Britain has a problem with self-sufficiency on several levels. I have a ready plan on
how to make food less of a problem. Do you wish to hear it, sir?”

Voldemort had invited her to a meeting the next week, where it would be discussed, and Mara
had looked overly pleased with herself, she even fist-bumped Hayden Arbutus.

Then Hayden Arbutus had looked at Voldemort and made a gesture between himself and
Hyacinth Parkinson.

“Lord Slytherin, Cinna and I are both Mind Healers in training. I need one more year of
training and she needs two. It’s pretty much all practical now. With a supervisor we are
allowed to take cases. We have all the right papers from the Magical Hospital where we
began our practice, and of course our certifications with our NEWT’s result. We would be
happy to help at St. Mungo’s, if we could get a supervisor. My speciality is children, Cinna is
better with adults, but can take on children too.”

Hyacinth Parkinson nodded.

“Your help would be most welcome,” Voldemort said with a sincerity that Harry could hear
even if the mind door was now closed. Harry no longer wondered why Luna felt like it was
important for them all to come back now and not later. Between the three young adults and
the two Heir’s that could claim their family vaults and put the money back in circulation, they
were absolutely needed to help rebuild Magical Britain.

Voldemort had promised to mention Hayden Arbutus and Hyacinth Parkinson to the right
people and make sure they would get in contact with the two within a week.

It had been a most beneficial meeting for all involved, and Harry didn’t doubt that Magical
Britain would benefit as a whole from that meeting too. Amaranth Carrow had muttered
something about orchards and greenhouses while she paged through a notebook and Hayden
Arbutus had braved Severus’ sharp tongue to find out what kind of Mind Healing potions
were in use in Britain and when the answer disappointed him, he took it upon himself to find
out what kind of Mind Healing potions that were in use in the States, that Severus’ already
knew about and could brew. According to him, Luna could brew even the more difficult ones
which was very helpful in this situation, if the Healers and Potions Masters in Britain were
unaccustomed to using and brewing those potions. Hayden bragged about the fact that Luna
even had invented two such potions for her Potions Mastery.



There hadn’t been any doubt in Harry’s mind when they parted for the day; a lot of talented
people had arrived in Magical Britain that day.

Now Harry watched a single candle flame on the table in front of him and touched the cheek
Luna had kissed earlier that day. He was so delighted to see her again, and so very, very
afraid that something would happen to her yet again. It had broken something inside him
when he had insisted that she leave for her safety and peace of mind, and then given her the
children as a reason to leave. He had manipulated her into leaving, as the arsehole he could
be when he needed to. He had needed her safe more than he had needed her by his side, even
if she had taken the last of his hope for a life, for peace, with her when she left.

Looking back, he couldn’t quite understand how and why he had continued to fight when he
no longer had held any hope for victory or for any kind of peace. But then, a lot of the battles
he had fought the last few years of the war had been to save people, to bring them to safety,
to get them out, not to kill. Killing was what he did when the Death Eaters tried to stop him.

And when Hermione needed to feel, to know, that they still were fighting back. When she
needed to know that they hadn’t rolled over and given up. He had killed a lot of people at her
urging. At some level he thought he should regret that, but he didn’t. He didn’t know what
that said about him. Nothing good, probably.

“You are ruminating so forcefully that I believe I can feel it even with the mind door closed,
my own.” Voldemort stepped into the doorway that led from the hallway. Harry could see the
hallway’s flickering light behind his dark shape.

“Monster,” Harry greeted him in a rasping whisper.

“Would you prefer your solitude?”

Harry shook his head once and made a gesture at a chair by the table with the single candle
shimmering in the darkness. Voldemort moved closer and sat down in one smooth motion.

“Harry, I have no wish nor any design to harm or hurt the group you greeted with such
pleasure earlier today. I do not know why you fear it so much, and so suddenly when you
have not feared like this for months. Nevertheless, I give you my word to let them live their
lives in peace, just as I gave my word to let Granger be. They may perhaps be around me
more because of their connection to you, but that will not put them any more in harm’s way
than if that had not been so.”

Harry looked up at him and watched the trembling light cast deep shadows over Voldemort’s
pale skin and made his ruby red eyes glitter in the darkness.

“You promise?” Harry asked hoarsely.

“I give you my word,” Voldemort said simply.

Harry nodded and looked away again. Voldemort had so far never even come close to break
his word to Harry.



“I … I got to know that Susan was back in the beginning, when I already was so very afraid
all the time. I didn’t have any fear to spare, so to speak. You already know how anxious I was
about Hermi coming here … This … Luna … We were close during my last few years at
school, even closer after … after we got her out of captivity. Having her back reminds me
that I still have people to lose, despite it all. There are still some people left that would hurt
me deeply if I lost them. It’s both a good feeling, and an … upsetting one. Because now they
are coming out of hiding and risk getting hurt.”

Voldemort nodded once to show that he had heard, but didn’t comment.

They sat in silence for a long while before Harry cleared his throat and said:

“Would you mind having dinner here with me today? I would like a bit more of the quiet …
It was a lot today, even if it was a good day.”

They hadn’t come back from The District before after tea had been served, and Harry had
immediately retreated to the conservatory. He had needed the space and the quiet. He had
liked the people he had spent the day with, liked the work he had done with them, liked to see
them with him and happy. Still, he was close to exhausted by the hustle and bustle of it all
and the feelings that came with it.

“That will be fine, Harry.”

“Thanks.”

They sat in silence, thinking and watching the candle flame, until Dobby served them dinner.

Chapter End Notes

So then, Luna is back! Yay! =D And she brought her family! What do you all think?
I know some people don't like original characters, but most of those that show up in this
story won't take a lot of space. Some space, but not a lot. Hope that works out for
everyone.

Please tell me what you think and leave a comment?



Zinnia Selene

Chapter Notes

Sorry this was posted a bit late. Real life came in the way, as it sometimes does. =p
Anyway, hope you all like this chapter, and like the people I reintroduce here. ^^,

See the end of the chapter for more notes

Astoria Greengrass Malfoy would remember this day to the day she died. She would
remember it when the memories of her sister’s exuberant laugh faded, when the memory of
her mothers’ soft hands and her father’s gravelly voice became almost nothing. She would
remember it far beyond the horrid memories of war and sorrow and pain. And she would
cherish it as she cherished few other memories in her life. She would remember this day as
one of the very best days of her life, on par with the day she finally, finally, took Draco as her
husband.

They were all having lunch together, the Dark Lord, Harry, Draco and her. Harry was telling
them about the last house in the District that he had put up the week before and how Miss
Lovegood and her family had had very specific wishes for all the rooms. Harry was grinning
while he told them about the greenhouse Amaranth Carrow more or less had demanded on
the roof of the building and the conservatory Miss Lovegood had wanted in the big apartment
for both normal and very special trees and plants.

“I have no doubt that Luna will find her Dirigible Plums for the conservatory. Not that she
needs it, she has always been capable of accepting the extraordinary,” Harry said with a smile
and lifted his coffee cup to his lips, just as a Lynx Patronus sailed through the wall and
straight up to Harry.

“Dragon had a tail. They are trying to take down the wards. Help needed,” a hoarse, but deep
voice said from the Patronus’ mouth.

Astoria was certain she had heard the voice before, and certain she had seen the Patronus
before too. She watched as Harry went completely white before his eyes flashed and rage
started burning in his eyes. It took but a moment and they glowed Avada green. She didn’t
know what was happening and didn’t know who was taking down who’s wards, but she
pitied the fools that put that look in Harry’s eyes. Harry was so very easy-going most of the
time, it would be just too easy to forget how very dangerous and how utterly deadly he could
be. Astoria refused to let herself forget exactly who he was and what he was capable of, even
at the best of times.

“Dobby, my gear,” Harry said in a too loud voice and got to his feet. There was a snap of elf
fingers and the moment after he was dressed in his warded robe and dragonhide boots with
his sword across his back. Obviously Dobby and Harry had come to an agreement to make



Harry battle-ready faster. Astoria didn’t know if she liked that thought, she didn’t want it to
be necessary; the war was over. But apparently such preparations had been necessary anyway.

“Thanks, Dobby. Wanna help children again?”

At that both Astoria and Draco shot to their feet, their chairs clattering against the floor
behind them. The Dark Lord rose more slowly, but it didn’t look like he planned to stay
behind either. Harry looked at Astoria and Draco before he met the Dark Lord’s eyes.

“We have two houses in Britain,” he began in a cold, hard voice, “two places to keep
orphaned or endangered children safe. Places with competent and good-hearted adults to look
after them and teach them. We sent as many children as we could out of Britain and as far
away as we could, like we did with Luna and her family, but we didn’t manage that for
everyone. I understand that you want to come with me now, but if you do, none of you will
try to keep either the adults or the children back. They will be sent to the next safe house.”

“They could get a home in the District or either of the villages?” Astoria said, almost
tentatively. She already knew his answer, somehow.

“No, the adults are two of those that refuse to resurface, even to get their papers or a pardon.
In return for them looking after the children, I gave them my word that I will die fighting for
their right to choose their own lives. They might want to spend the rest of their lives in
hiding. If I bring you to them, I put that in jeopardy and I need them. The children need
them.”

Astoria wanted to protest. She wanted to tell him that while the adults might want to remain
in hiding, the children would most likely appreciate living in the open, around more people
and with the possibility of going to school. Maybe even get placed in a family of their own, if
all of their blood family were gone. With effort, she kept her tongue behind her teeth. Now
was not the time. Harry might just Stun her, or leave, if she tried to say anything more.

Cold crept down her spine when she looked at Harry again, his glowing eyes and his flowing
battle robes.

No, Harry would go for the kill. Straight for the kill. He had already told them that he would
die before he let the mentioned adults be exposed to them, or anyone else, because the
children needed those adults. And there was nothing in this world Harry Potter wouldn’t do
for children in need of help. That was why he was in battle robes. Not for whoever took down
the wards, but to stop the three of them from following him. Stop them permanently if
necessary. Even if it meant he would die in madness and pain as a consequence. He was still
too much Gryffindor and he still lived too much in the war to think of any other alternatives
at the moment.

It would take Harry minutes, if that much, to put down herself and Draco. She wanted to
believe that her Lord would be a match for his husband, but truth to be told, after seeing
Harry while he trained with the duelling cards and seeing the tremendous amount of power
he had to draw from … Astoria was no longer certain that the two husbands were matched,
and not in her Lord’s favour. It felt like a traitors thought, but it was a terrifying possibility
she had to come to terms with.



“I, Astoria Greengrass Malfoy, give you my word on my magic that I will never expose the
children and adults that you now will take me to, nor do anything to harm them outside
defence of myself or others, unless you give me permission to do otherwise. This I swear. So
mote it be.” Golden light flashed around her and bound her Oath.

She looked at Draco who repeated the Oath with his own name without blinking.

“I give you my word, Harry,” the Dark Lord said, “I will neither force them out into the open,
nor harm any of these people, outside self-defence. Though I will try to convince you to
persuade them to choose to come into the open, at another point in time.”

Astoria nodded.

“Hermi is already on it, and that’s all anyone can do for now. Let’s go before they get
anywhere on the wards, or before Dragon comes back. She will be pissed enough about the
fact that she had a tail … Dobby, come when I call you, please!” Harry turned around and
jogged to the Floo room where he turned a vase into a portkey with an intricate flick of his
wand and held it out to the three of them. “Also, I’m in charge.”

That wasn’t a question so much as a command. Just as he had done the time Hogsmeade had
been under attack and he had taken the lead.

“As you wish, Harry,” the Dark Lord said. “But do not kill or permanently harm anyone if
you can at all help it.”

A moment later they stood outside on the moor someplace Astoria assumed was still
England. It had slightly rolling hills filled with windblown heather. It was not her preferred
landscape, but it was still beautiful in a desolate sort of way. What it lacked was a house or
cottage or any kind of place that could be a warded home. Then she saw three people a way
to the left of them, probably a moment after Harry saw them, because the next moment the
three no longer tried to bring down the wards, but lay in a heap on the ground after being hit
with three red Stunning Spells.

Harry took two long steps forward and disappeared in thin air. The wards that Astoria hadn’t
even felt, but that were strong enough to hide any hint of people completely, now held Harry
too. The Dark Lord frowned, began to follow, and then stopped, still frowning. Slowly the
frown disappeared and he relaxed. Astoria didn’t ask what was going on, not even when
Harry again appeared by the three wizards that he had felled, waved his wand over each of
them and then called Dobby to place the wizard in the dungeon at the Manor. The Dark Lord
watched it all without comment. Astoria didn’t think that he even blinked when Harry strode
towards them again, robe billowing out behind him and flashing with power.

“They don’t particularly want visitors,” Harry said when he got near them again, “but they
know they will be moving anyway, so they agreed to remain calm if not friendly. Dragon isn’t
back yet; they didn’t notice the would-be intruders before after she left. She will most likely
be grumpy that someone managed to tail her here, so no harassing the dragon. You are
warned.” He gave them a half feral grin and held a hand out to the Dark Lord. “Only way in
is if I let you.”



The Dark Lord took his hand without hesitation and after a few steps they both disappeared.
A few moments later Harry came back and let Astoria and then Draco into the wards. And
what wards it was. Astoria could feel them buzz against her skin when she crossed.
Threatening pain and death to anyone who dared to enter uninvited. The wards at the Manor
were massive, especially since she still hadn’t lowered the war wards, after all the threatening
mail they got every week. These wards weren’t far behind the Manor’s war wards, and it took
Astoria several moments to realise that these wards were built with blood as much as magic.
Blood wards unlike any she had ever seen or felt. She shivered. Blood magic had been illegal
in Britain for hundreds of years, and still Harry, or some of his allies, had built massive wards
with that kind of magic.

All to protect a cottage on the top of a little hill. It was whitewashed with a grey slate roof,
ivy growing around the sparkling windows and a small garden with herbs and early spring
flowers around the path down the hill. She thought she could see a sandbox and a swing set at
the other side of the cottage, among some fruit trees. An idyllic place to grow up. A peaceful
place behind such protections, and she feared its inhabitants needed that peace. In front of the
green door stood two people, pale and rigid, with their wands held stiffly in their fists, but not
raised against them.

Astoria swallowed hard when she saw the two adults. She had already been in several
situations like this, where she met someone she had harmed during the war, but none were
quite as bad as this instance. She could say that she had only followed orders, and she had,
but that would never be a good enough reason for those on the other end of her wand, and she
recognised that. Not when what they had endured on her own orders broke any kind of
human decency.

She swallowed hard again, feeling sick to her stomach. Not for the first time she wished she
could be higher up on the waiting lists for the Mind Healers, but she was functioning so much
better than most. And she had her Occlumency to fall back on. With a slight shudder she
raised her shields to full strength and looked straight at the witch and wizard she had last seen
in a basement underneath Godric’s Hollow, screaming in pain under her wand. A memory
that was one of many reasons she used Dreamless Sleep as often as was healthy and other
sleep aides when she could not.

“Minerva McGonagall and Kingsley Shacklebolt,” the Dark Lord said in a neutral voice.
“You were believed dead.”

Neither of them spoke. McGonagall grew so pale she seemed almost green and Shacklebolt
shifted to stand more in front of the door to the cottage. McGonagall’s hair was white now, a
pure white without any sign of black or even silver. Her left arm stopped beneath the elbow
and there were red and blue scars on her face, neck and right hand. Scars that hadn’t gotten
any healing before it was too late. Shacklebolt had several white scars on his throat and neck
and Astoria could see that he was moving slightly, as if trying to find a more comfortable
position to stand in, but at the same time trying to not look like he had any trouble.

“That was very much on purpose, you know,” Harry told the Dark Lord with a sceptical look
before he looked at the two by the door. “Kings, I wouldn’t have brought them here if I



thought for even a moment that they would hurt any of you or pose any kind of danger to the
children,” he said calmly. “Astoria and Draco even swore on their magic that they wouldn’t.”

Both McGonagall’s and Shacklebolt’s eyes went straight to the Dark Lord, who still stood
steadily a few steps behind Harry, letting Harry take the lead as he had promised. 

“We haven’t seen you in a long while, Harry,” Shacklebolt said with the hoarse and deep
voice of the Lynx Patronus from earlier.

“As if I could ever change enough to be a danger to the children,” Harry snorted. “Zinnia is
here, Kings, I couldn’t bring threats to this door even if I wanted to.”

That seemed to make the two magicals relax, even if it didn’t make any sense to Astoria.

“Actually, I want to speak to Zi as soon as Dragon is back. I got an idea for Zi that I think she
might like, if Dragon agrees.”

“Don’t you dare leave without talking to her, Potter,” McGonagall finally spoke up. “We have
hardly heard anything but Harry this and Harry that since the last time you came by. It’s
gotten so bad that Farah has to read aloud every piece about you in any kind of paper, and
Zinnia goes around pestering everyone else if Farah gets tired of it.”

Harry smiled at that, a soft, warm smile, unlike anything Astoria had ever seen on him. It was
almost dopey.

One thump of mighty wings was all the warning they got before a deep purple dragon landed
behind the cottage with a slam that made the ground beneath them shake. Then she got up on
her hind legs, towering over the cottage, stretched her neck up in the air and roared so loud it
actually hurt Astoria’s ears. It took a while to clear them of the ringing sound and the first she
heard was Harry giving a heavy sigh.

“One pissed off Dragon. That’s the reason I sent the arseholes to the Manor, by the way, after
Obliviating them. It was that or fight with her over the fact that she would want to rend them
limb from limb. It’s one of her favourites.”

“Won’t her actions scare the children?” Draco asked in a low voice while Astoria noticed that
the two magical’s on the doorstep didn’t even flinch over Dragon’s antics. Not any more than
Harry did. She also noted that there was no human shape on top of Dragon this time around,
no human protector. Not that it mattered to her. As if she ever would try to tangle with any of
Harry’s friends if she could help it, much less a bloody big dragon.  

As an answer, the door into the cottage was ripped open and three small children pressed
themselves out between the two adults that didn’t try very hard to keep them back.

“Dragon came back again!” a boy with long black braids yelled and rushed around the
cottage.

“Dragon, Dragon, Dragon!” yelled a toddler girl that hurried after the boy as fast as her small
legs could carry her, with a teenage girl right behind her to keep her from falling. The next



girl out the door, about six years old, Astoria guessed, began her trek around the cottage
when she got a good look at the people in front of the cottage. She saw Harry and screamed a
sound that could only be pure joy before she raised her arms in the air and rushed right up to
Harry who hoisted her up in the air and spun her around to more delighted screaming.

Astoria’s eyes prickled at the sight of Harry’s beaming face and the joy in the girl’s face
while the girl’s long blond hair spun through the air and the peals of laughter rang out around
them. This had to be Zinnia, the girl who wouldn’t stop asking about Harry.

Harry brought the girl towards his chest and hugged her hard, even while other children came
out of the cottage. Some disappeared around the cottage towards Dragon, and two, a boy
around Zinnia’s age and a teenage girl, came closer to Harry and Zinnia.

“Galahad,” Harry greeted the red-haired boy with a smile and scooped him up too. “Ianna,”
he said to the teenage girl who nodded back at him. Both children clung to Harry with big
grins, and he kissed their cheeks several times before he let them down and told them to go
talk to Dragon. He had to promise them that he wouldn’t leave without more hugs, and the
boy, Galahad, had to pull the girl after him. The little girl didn’t want to leave Harry, and she
almost cried, her blue eyes filling with tears. Ianna, the teenager, tried to help the situation,
but the tears continued to threaten.

“Tell Dragon I asked her to let you ride her,” Harry told them.

Zinnia’s eyes got huge, all signs of tears disappeared and now she was tugging Galahad
behind her while she ran around the cottage. Ianna followed them while shaking her head.

“That must be a Gryffindor in the making,” Draco muttered, but he was smiling while he
looked after the children with a longing Astoria recognised only too well. They had more or
less agreed to foster a child now. Preferably long term, but they would accept short term if
that was what was necessary and best for the child. Their only hesitation was the fact that
they by their own marriage contract wasn’t allowed to adopt any child before they had a child
of their own blood. They didn’t like the thought that any child of theirs might feel left out
because they couldn’t get the same family name as they had. Astoria was looking into the
possibility of adopting an Heir to the Greengrass line. After all, Lucius’ ultimatum only
concerned the Malfoy line. 

Apparently, Harry had been close enough to hear Draco, because he gave a sharp little smile
and said:

“That was Zinnia Selene Longbottom. Her father is Neville Longbottom, one of the boldest
and best Gryffindor’s I ever had the privilege to know. Her mother is Hannah Abbott
Longbottom, Neville’s darling wife and a Hufflepuff fierce enough that it took four Death
Eaters to bring her down. Zinnia takes after both her parents, even if she hardly remembers
anything from them. They are both dead with all their family. Augusta Longbottom died at
Godric’s Hollow and Zinnia’s parents were gone long before that. Hermi and I, as her

godparent’s, are all that are left of her family now.”



He turned towards McGonagall and Shacklebolt and waved them closer. “Just so we don’t
have to shout at each other,” he told them when they stopped just a bit closer to them, with
Harry between them and the Dark Lord, Draco and Astoria.

“As I recently have learned about titles and such,” Harry continued and his tone became
biting, but she didn’t think he meant it towards any of them, “Zi is Heir Longbottom, to
become Lady Longbottom one day. She needs a home where she can learn about what that
will entail. A home where no one will use her ill because of her nobility or the wealth she
will one day hold. A home where she will be accepted and loved, where she will be educated
and trained, and where she will be safe and happy above all else.” Harry was looking at
Draco and her meaningfully.

“I can’t give Zi that at this point in time, and I’m not bastard enough to wish for her to grow
up without a proper family just because I can’t be that family. Though, I very much want to
be a part of her life as much as I can. The same goes for Hermi, on both accounts.” He
hesitated. “If not for the threat today I probably wouldn’t have brought her up yet, as she is
both safe and happy here. But as that did happen and as I know you two have spoken about
fostering for some weeks, and have wanted a child much longer than that …” He paused. “I
know that your real wish is adoption and I know why that won’t work right now. Zi will grow
up knowing she is a Longbottom and will be Lady Longbottom. As long as she is loved, I
doubt she will think anything of the fact that her family name remains Longbottom, while her
siblings might have other family names.”

Astoria swallowed hard and she couldn’t deny the harsh stinging of tears in her eyes now.
Just the thought of that girl, her laugh ringing in the hallways at the Manor, her energy
infusing her life; just the thought, the hope, lifted her heart and she wanted … Astoria wanted
as she had wanted little else in her life.

Draco caught her hand in his and squeezed it. She looked at him and he stared back, silver
eyes almost wild with want and hope. He pressed her hand so hard it nearly hurt, and she
could see him fighting for composure. They had only spoken of fostering for a few weeks,
but they had both wanted children for years, even if they had agreed to not try for one before
after they had married. He wanted it as much as her, and she didn’t think she read him wrong
now. He would welcome that girl into his home and life and heart without hesitation, without
any qualm. And he would defend her, love her, and cherish her with everything he was, from
this day until his dying day.

“You are thinking …” Astoria said hoarsely, blinking back tears as she looked at Harry. “You
want us … You would … you would deem us good enough, deem us worthy, of raising your
godchild? The child of your close friend?”

“Yeah,” Harry said, as if it were nothing, but the way he watched them told her he was
evaluating them just as much now as he must already have done for weeks, if not months.
“We will ask her of course. She has friends as close as family here and she doesn’t remember
living anyplace else, but with me in the house and Hermi in and out every other day or so,
she will have someone she knows close. Even if it will take weeks and months, even years,
before her friends has families outside hiding so that she may visit them.” He cast a glance at
McGonagall and Shacklebolt.



“Don’t you dare try to manipulate us like that, Harry,” Shacklebolt shook his head. “Zinnia
can come visit as often as she wishes, if you or Hermi brings her, and no one else.”

Harry shrugged. “It was worth a try. The next safe house is just as good as this one, but I have
recently come into some inheritance and I’m already contemplating using one of the Manor
Houses I now own as a children’s home. That would be bigger and better than the cottages,
even with the expansion charms on the structures. No one would have to hide anymore then.
The wards already on some of those places … I will just say that they have been in the Black
Family for generations, and leave it at that.”

Shacklebolt whistled a low note and Harry gave him a sharp grin. “My thoughts exactly. Let
anyone try to get at the children inside those wards. I wouldn’t even have to do anything, just
lean back and let the wards do all the work, and pick up the pieces afterward.”

Shacklebolt and McGonagall looked at each other for a long moment, while Astoria burned
with the need to ask more about Zinnia and her placement with Draco and her. Draco was
still clutching her hand.

“We will move to the next house now,” McGonagall said after a moment, “but we will think
about the possibility of moving into one such Manor, with such protections. I assume that if
we agreed, Hermi and you would bully the other house to move into the same Manor too?”

“But of course,” Harry said. “Any objections to us taking Zi with us now, if she herself wants
to go? I have only gotten news of her from Hermi the last few months, I hardly know her
anymore so I wouldn’t know without asking what Zi is likely to say about it.” He gave a
pained grimace. 

“No,” Shacklebolt shook his head. “Not only because between Hermi and you, you hold all
the legal responsibility for her, as per her parents’ instructions, but also because you would
always want what is best for her. You wouldn’t suggest the young Malfoy family as her
family, if you didn’t genuinely believe that they would do right by her. And if they don’t do
right by her, I have no doubt you would make them regret that for a very long time.”

“No, not for a long time. I like and respect them too much for that. If they hurt Zi, it will
simply be the last thing they ever do. And they were aware of that before I said it right now,
even if I hadn’t told them I’m her godfather.”

He was right. Astoria had long known that if she ever hurt a child on purpose, any child, it
could easily be the last thing she ever did. The fact that this girl, this girl that maybe, maybe,
could move in with them, could become family, was Harry’s own godchild, didn’t actually
matter. All children were of equal import to Harry and he would react the same if any got
hurt.

Harry turned towards them. “So, want me to ask Zi what she thinks about getting a new
family?”

Draco latched on to her arm with both hands and nodded his head vigorously. When she
looked at him, he was pale as a sheet. She didn’t think she looked much better. 



“We would like that very much, thank you,” Astoria whispered.
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Harry turned towards them. “So, want me to ask Zi what she thinks about getting a new
family?”

Draco latched on to her arm with both hands and nodded his head vigorously. When she
looked at him, he was pale as a sheet. She didn’t think she looked much better. 

“We would like that very much, thank you,” Astoria whispered.

Harry nodded. “I will be right back.”

He disappeared around the cottage and some minutes after, ten children and teenagers came
streaming around the corner.

“We got to ride on Dragon!” the boy with the black braids yelled joyously and ran up to
Shacklebolt. Before the boy ran right into his legs, like it looked like he wanted, he stopped
and took the last few steps slowly before he stopped and looked up at the tall, black man.
“We got to ride on Dragon!”

“That was very kind of her,” Shacklebolt bent stiffly, with obvious pain, to hug the boy.

“It was the best!” the boy proclaimed and hugged the man back with all his might. “I know
what to write about in my journal for tomorrow’s lesson! Dragon riding!”

“That’s a good idea, Kiran. Come on, we all have to pack and then ask our elf friends for help
with moving.”

Kiran looked up at Shacklebolt with a long face. “Move? But what about our garden and the
chickens and the cat and …”

“Kiran, the animals will move with us,” Shacklebolt interrupted, “and I will ask Hermi to
stop by and move what she can of the garden for us. It will be a new place with more things
to explore. Maybe we will be by a lake, or a forest, or the sea.”

“The sea, the sea!” The boy jumped up and down and clapped. “The sea!” He ran into the
cottage and Shacklebolt straightened up just as slowly as he had bent down. He looked at
McGonagall. “We will have to take a trip to the seaside, at the very least.”

She nodded and turned to join him to go inside, without looking at any of them again. Astoria
could understand that only too well. She didn’t need to guess why Shacklebolt was in pain
when he moved in certain ways. She knew. He hadn’t had that problem before he got
captured and held for months in a basement at Godric’s Hollow.



“Some of them cannot swim yet. They need to learn. We can combine some seaside trips with
learning to swim and learning something about the sea and its inhabitants.”

“Combining learning and pleasure. Now, where have I heard about that before, Minerva?” He
said in a jovial tone.

“Dinna be rude, young man!”

Shacklebolt gave a short laugh and herded the last few stragglers into the cottage just as
Harry came around the cottage with Zinnia on his arm and the gigantic dark purple dragon
behind him. The dragon passed them without looking at them and went to sniff around the
ward lines, close to where the three intruders had tried to break the wards, if Astoria
estimated it correctly.

Neither she nor Draco gave the dragon much thought, despite her size and closeness. Both of
them only had eyes for the girl in Harry’s arm. The girl who maybe, maybe, would come
home with them. Would live with them, would be their girl after today. It was hard to breathe
normally, hard to stay calm. Astoria looked at the Dark Lord, but he observed them all in
silence with an inscrutable look on his pale face. She couldn’t even begin to guess how he
felt about any of this.

“Dragon, I told you I took care of them,” Harry called after the beast, “and they are far
outside your reach now.”

Dragon only growled deep in her chest and continued to sniff along the ground.

“Bah, let her sulk, eh, Zi?” He looked at the girl on his arm.

“Bah!” Zinnia waved her hand after the dragon, as if waving her away as unimportant.

Harry grinned, then looked at Astoria and became serious.

“Zinnia, this is the couple that might be your new family, if you all agree.” He made a gesture
at Astoria. “This is Astoria Greengrass Malfoy and this is her husband Draco Lucius Malfoy.
That,” he made a gesture at the Dark Lord, “is my husband, and I think you might get away
with calling him only Slytherin, like Hermi does. Don’t you think, husband mine?” He gave a
small, wicked grin.

“Slytherin will do well enough, Harry,” the Dark Lord answered.

Zinnia narrowed her eyes. “Slytherin, like the Hogwarts House Kings was in?”

“That’s the one,” Harry said. “You see, I happened to marry a descendant of Salazar
Slytherin, the founder of Slytherin House. Therefore, he goes by Lord Slytherin for most
people. Some people are allowed to call him just Slytherin, like a normal name, and you are
among them. I am, as far as I know, the only one who may call him Voldemort. Special
husband privileges. Now, let me properly introduce you to them too, hmm?”

Dragon gave up her hunt for a scent, or whatever else she was hunting for and came around
them to lay her head right beside Harry. The man only patted her great muzzle



absentmindedly and continued. As if an enormous beast that could swallow him whole didn’t
just now lay beside him, close enough to do the mentioned swallowing in a moment, if she so
wished.

“Husband, Draco, Astoria, let me introduce you to Zinnia Selene Longbottom, Heir
Longbottom. Also known as Zi, Zizi, Nia and Moon Flower.”

The girl giggled at the last one and Harry smiled at her.

“It is very nice to meet you,” Astoria said, and actually managed to keep her voice steady and
warm but casual. “You are welcome to call me Astoria, may I call you Zinnia?”

“But Harry said you could become my new Mummy?” Zinnia said, again with narrowed
eyes. Astoria wondered if she just had learned to do that, or if that was a typical thing for her
to do. She wished desperately for the chance to find out. “Should I not call you Mummy?”

Astoria swallowed and looked at Harry with big eyes. She had no idea what he had told the
girl and how to react to this.

“Yes, I said that she could become your new Mummy, because your first one cannot look
after you anymore, but we have to talk about it together. That is what we will do now.”

Zinnia nodded sagely. “You can … You may call me Zinnia,” she said with a smile.

Astoria smiled at the way she corrected herself. She had no doubt that it was a result of
growing up under the same roof as a professor.

“Thank you. You may call us Astoria and Draco, until we figure out if it is right to call us
anything else. Zinnia, may I ask how old you are?”

“I’m almost seven years old!” she proclaimed. “I have my birthday on the first day of
spring!”

“On the spring equinox? Then you have your birthday very soon,” Draco said, and Zinnia
nodded happily.

“I get to choose a cake on my birthday!” she told them.

Astoria remembered the cakes Harry had made for the Dark Lord’s birthday; it seemed that it
was a tradition that Harry liked to instigate in those around him.

“Yes, you do, that’s the tradition,” Harry said. “Now, Zinnia, I’m going to tell you something
difficult and hard to hear and then you will have to think about how you feel about moving in
with Astoria and Draco.”

Zinnia calmed down immediately and looked gravely at Harry. It hit Astoria that the girl
hadn’t lived in the real world for years, probably not for most of her life. She had been
hidden away behind massive wards while other children had seen and felt the war up close.
She was a child born in the war, and marked by the war by the loss of her family, but she was
not what they called a war child. She probably wouldn’t need extensive Mind Healing, nor



potions to get her up to a healthy weight, nor any kind of healing from old curse wounds or
other injuries. Not that Astoria wouldn’t bring her to a Healer for an exhaustive diagnostic
scan anyway, given the chance. Even with the loss of her family, she was one of the truly
lucky ones, to grow up far away from so much pain and suffering.

What does it say about our world now, if the lucky ones are the ones that only have lost all
their family? Astoria held back a shiver at the thought.  

“You remember what I told you about the war, right?” Harry asked. “That two sides, Red and
Green, fought because they had very different opinions and didn’t manage to agree about
how to rule our world?”

Zinnia nodded.

“Hermi and I fought on the Red side …”

“Like Mum and Dad did,” Zinnia added.

“Yes, like your Mum and Dad did. Astoria and Draco fought on the Green side. On the side
opposite of Hermi, me and your Mum and Dad.”

“But you don’t fight any more now? Kings said that the war was over months and months
ago. Did you finally agree on how to rule our world?”

“No, we don’t fight anymore now, the war has been over for months. Kings has it right. The
thing is, I didn’t want you to move into the house with Astoria and Draco and become happy
with them, and then later find out that they fought in the war on the Green side. On the side
opposite your Mum and Dad.”

“Because … that would be bad?” she asked slowly.

“It might have made you sad to find that out if you had come to like them and trust them and
then find out that your Mum and Dad had seen them as enemies.”

“Did they hurt my Mum and Dad?” The little voice shook now, and Astoria felt her heart
break a little at the betrayed look the girl sent her.

“No, darling girl, no, they did not.” Harry hugged her towards him, looked over her shoulder
and mouthed ‘sorry’ towards them. Astoria nodded, she saw the sense in his plan, even if she
didn’t like it.

“They were enemies, they fought each other, but Draco and Astoria never hurt your Mum and
Dad. I promise you that.”

Dragon lifted her mighty head and butted it into Harry’s side, hard enough to make him
stumble, but not fall.

“Dragon wants scritches. Shall we give her some?” Zinnia nodded and Harry held her so she
could scratch at the upper part of Dragon’s muzzle. Which the little girl did with relish until
Harry sat her on his arm again and patted Dragon.



“It’s alright, girl,” he told the Dragon conciliatory. “It’s better to know than not to know and
be surprised.” He looked at Zinnia again. “Ready for a bit more information?”

She nodded once.

“Do you remember that we told you that the Green side had some special soldiers that we
called Death Munchers?”

Astoria held back a splutter, but she didn’t know if it was because of indignation or laughter.

Zinnia nodded.

“Draco and Astoria were two of those. Astoria was one of the Green leaders, like Kings was
for the Red side at one point.”

Zinnia nodded again when Harry paused. Astoria wondered how much the girl truly
understood.

“What do you do when you munch on something?” Harry asked.

Zinnia thought about it, then it seemed like she pretended to chew on something, because she
worked her jaws.

“I eat?”

“Yes. The actual name of the Death Munchers is Death Eaters. I think it is best if you know
that, so you know what people talk about if someone mentions Death Eaters. Next, do you
remember that I mentioned the supreme leader of the Green side?”

Zinnia nodded. “You called him Green Leader.”

“Yes.”

Astoria was beginning to see that Zinnia was quite informed of the war, even if the
information had been made child friendly. If anything about a war could be said to be child
friendly. She didn’t know if that would work for all children or if Zinnia understood it easier
than others for some reason or another.

“Some call him the Dark Lord, more and more call him Lord Slytherin now. I call him
Voldemort as well as husband.”

Zinnia turned towards the Dark Lord in a way that made it clear she remembered the name
she had been given for him. Dragon lifted her head in a way that made it obvious, if Astoria
ever had been in doubt, that the beast understood human speech.

The small face scrunched up in a grimace while she studied the Dark Lord.

“You were very mean,” she told the Dark Lord and Astoria didn’t know what to do with
herself. On one hand, a child was castigating her Lord. On the other hand, a child was



castigating her Lord and put herself in a situation where retribution would be expected. She
didn’t know what she found most disturbing, and that alone disturbed her.

In the end she took a deep breath. Her Lord could defend himself; he had never needed her
for that. And Harry would defend Zinnia if it became necessary, and everything she had seen
and heard since the truce was signed told her that it most likely wouldn’t become necessary.
Dragon crouched with her legs tucked under her, so it would be easier for her to get up if she
needed to.

Right. As if anything or anyone would be able to hurt the little girl in Harry’s arms when
there was a gigantic fire breathing dragon next to them! A fire breathing dragon that could
understand human speech and followed the conversation well enough to understand that her
protection might be necessary after Zinnia’s words.

“I was, yes. I try to be a bit nicer now. Harry is helping me,” the Dark Lord told the little girl
on Harry’s arm. Like he had assured children every day of his life.

“Are you going to hurt my new Mummy and Daddy, if they become my new Mummy and
Daddy?”

“No, child, I will not harm your new parents. I promise you that.”

She looked at him with narrowed eyes before she turned to Harry.

“If Voldemort gives a promise, he keeps it,” Harry told her.

“What about me? Are you going to hurt me because my first Mum and Dad fought against
you and the Green side?”

That is a thought that a child that age should not have had, Astoria thought. It should have
been too complicated for her.

Zinnia hadn’t lived in the war directly, but some of the children around her probably had and
even if the thought about such retaliation made her heart hurt, she couldn’t deny the fact that
it had happened. If only at the end of the war. Lupin’s campaign had been one of retaliation
on children.

“No, we are at peace now. I will not hurt or harm you in any way. Harry would be very angry
at me if I tried. I do try to not make my husband angry.”

The girl nodded as if that made perfect sense, and in a way it did. It also made it clear that
even if she wasn’t ready to trust the Dark Lord on his word not to hurt her, she knew that
Harry would stand between them anyway and keep her safe.

Zinnia was silent for a long time, just sitting on Harry’s arm, letting him hug her. Then she
looked at Astoria and Draco with bright, blue eyes.

“I don’t know how to be your daughter,” she said, and her tone of voice and her expression
was far too adult on that small face.



“We don’t know how to be parents either,” Draco said. “We can learn together.”

Astoria nodded. “Yes. You can learn to be our daughter and we can learn to be your parents.”

“Can I have my old parents at the same time? Even if I have new parents too?”

Harry opened his mouth, but closed it again. He realised that it wasn’t his question to answer.

“Of course you can,” Astoria said in a mild voice. “They will always be your first parents,
your blood parents, and I’m sure they loved you very much. Nothing we do or say will ever
change that, Zinnia. We will be your second set of parents, your foster parents, and I hope
you will let us love you too.”

“We didn’t know your first parents,” Draco said. “But if you have questions about them, you
may always, always, ask us. And if we can’t answer, we will ask other people and try to find
an answer for you.”

Zinnia looked at Harry then. “Would my Mum and Dad want me to have a Mummy and
Daddy from the Green side?”

“The war is over, Moon Flower,” Harry said softly. “The only thing left of the Green and Red
sides are memories. The Red and Green side are gone now, it’s only us left, all of us magicals
together. Or that is how it’s supposed to be. Your parents fought to give you a world at peace,
and we have that now. The next they would have wanted for you was happiness, and I believe
that Draco and Astoria can give you that. So yes, Zinnia, they would have wanted you to live
with Astoria and Draco and have a family with them, if that makes you happy. Parents always
want what would make their children safe and happy. That’s what makes them into parents.”
He kissed her cheek.

Zinnia thought about this before she nodded and made a movement that made Harry put her
down. She looked very seriously at Draco and Astoria before she slowly went over to them.

“I can try to be your daughter,” she told them and Astoria could not keep her tears back. They
ran silently down her cheeks while she knelt before the child. The little girl that had agreed to
try to be her daughter.

“And we will try our very best to be good parents to you. I swear it,” Draco said hoarsely and
knelt beside Astoria, his grey eyes suspiciously glassy.

“I like hugs,” Zinnia said.

“I’m not very good at them, but I would like to be,” Draco said hurriedly and wiped away a
tear from his cheek.

“Do like this,” Zinnia held her arms out to her sides and Draco did that, and Zinnia went up
to him and put her arms around him. “Now, put your arms around me too, and that’s a hug.”

Draco did, and he met Astoria’s eyes over Zinnia’s head. Tears were streaming down his face
and a beatific smile made his whole face glow. Astoria’s heart was close to bursting with



happiness, and she wasn’t able to keep back a small sob when it was her turn to learn how to
hug Zinnia. Her little girl now. Her daughter. Her child.

“Why are you crying?” Zinnia asked tentatively.

Astoria stroked a hand down her back. “It’s only happy tears, my dear. We have both wanted
a child for a very long time. We are simply very happy to meet you.” She sniffled.

“Told you it was a good idea,” Harry said and leaned into Dragon’s side. Dragon just huffed
at him.

Astoria was almost in a daze the next few hours.

She just clung to Draco while Zinnia, her daughter, went into the cottage with Harry to pack
her things. Pack her things so she could move in with them, her new parents, her new family.
Her daughter.

Astoria floated along the hallways in the Manor while they figured out what suite of rooms
Zinnia should have. Harry had stated that as Zinnia had shared a room with two other girls
for years, it shouldn’t be hard to make her happy. He also said that he gladly would
redecorate any kind of room into something Zinnia wanted.

Harry didn’t join them on their search for rooms for Zinnia. Even in her almost euphoric
state, Astoria had noticed how he retreated as fast as he could without making Zinnia worry.
He looked pale, almost haggard, as soon as they were back at the Manor. Almost as if he had
held himself together with willpower and magic alone for some time already. Astoria very
much feared that was true. But even so, she knew he would want her to focus on Zinnia, the
child that he had given into her care. So she did.

Astoria and Draco showed Zinnia their wing of the Manor and showed her the wing where
the Dark Lord and Harry lived. The Dark Lord had already made it so Zinnia couldn’t enter
without being in the company of an adult or if she truly needed it for her protection. As Harry
mostly managed to keep his mental breakdowns to their own wing, or the outside, the intent-
based ward was as much for Zinnia’s protection as Harry’s peace of mind, and the Dark
Lord’s privacy. It was for the best for all parties.

Zinnia didn’t quite understand why she couldn’t go see Harry when she wanted to, but Draco
succeeded in relaying to her how the Manor was like an apartment house. A concept she
apparently knew about already. And because they lived in different apartments, even if it was
under the same roof, Zinnia couldn’t just pop in on the other people in the Manor without an
invitation. Even if it was Harry whom she adored. It seemed like she understood that, at least
somewhat. It was more a question of wanting to accept it.

“You will get to see Harry,” Draco told her. “Probably quite often, but not all the time or
every time you wish to. I understand that you like to hear stories about him. Would you like it
if I told you a story about when we went to school together?”

“Yes!” Zinnia jumped up and down and clapped. “And Harry told me that you too have little
elf friends living with you, as we did. May I meet them, please, if they aren’t too busy?”



Draco told her about a quidditch game he had played against Harry and another he had
watched Harry play, and then they went to the kitchen so Zinnia could introduce herself to the
house elves. Astoria didn’t wonder about that. With godparents like Harry and Granger, the
girl would naturally have a lot of respect for the small creatures. Prim clapped her hands and
almost cried in joy when she realised that she had a little Lady to look after again. Astoria
told Zinnia that she could always call Prim if she needed help and she didn’t know where
Draco or Astoria herself was. Prim would take her to them, or help her herself.

The Dark Lord and Harry didn’t show up to the late tea they had, and Astoria worried.
Neither did they show up to dinner or after dinner drinks and Astoria worried even more.

It was almost midnight and Zinnia had fallen asleep in her new bed in her new bedroom
hours earlier, before the Dark Lord entered the drawing room where Astoria and Draco sat,
too restless and ecstatic to go to bed yet. Behind his impassive mask, he looked tired and
beaten down. The fact that his mask had cracks spoke for itself.

“My Lord?” Astoria shot to her feet. “What has happened? Where is Harry?”

He waved her down again but gratefully accepted the glass of fire whiskey Draco handed
him. He sipped it for several moments before he put it down and looked up.

“I am happy for the two of you, truly,” the Dark Lord said, and Astoria felt herself blush and
Draco gave a deep nod in thanks, but his face held a goofy smile. “But the whole incident
tore more at Harry than I recognised at the time. More than he let me see before it was over.

“He didn’t exaggerate when he told us that he had sworn to give his life for the safety of the
people in that cottage. Having to take us with him like that with no warning … Had I known,
I would have chosen not to go. Even with your Oath not to do any harm and my promise to
the same …” He stopped. “He told the child that the war is over, that there no longer is a
Green side or a Red side, that it is all of us together now. That does not prevent his
subconsciousness or his body to feel as if he still is at war. Like it did today. He battled his
own impulses and instincts the whole time we were at the cottage and now he is exhausted. I
doubt we will see him much tomorrow, if at all.”

The Dark Lord drained his glass, put it down on the side table and got to his feet.

“I have the three idiots that began all this to see to. Not that they remember their blunder any
longer, thanks to Harry obliviating them. They were supposed to follow Granger to make sure
nothing happened to her, and to give me some inkling of any goings on if Harry should
willingly vanish for any reason. Now that Harry chose to accept my, our, company, even to
the detriment of his own wellbeing, I believe such precautions to be unnecessary. Which is all
the better, because those three are walking on my last nerve.”

There was a hissing snarl to the words and darkness billowed out of the shadows. Astoria
could feel her Lord’s magic stroke against her senses, against her skin. She shivered in
pleasure and bit back a whimper. Beside her, Draco sat ramrod straight, fighting to keep his
composure.



Apparently, it wasn’t only Harry that had experienced a long and tiresome day. It was only a
bit more magic than her Lord always exuded, but it was nevertheless more than simply
noticeable.

It was delicious.

The Dark Lord sucked in a sharp breath and let it go slowly. More emotion and maybe even
weakness than he had ever shown her, showed either of them before. “Have a pleasant night.
Try to sleep. I hear parenthood can wreak havoc on your sleep schedule.”

“Yes, my Lord,” Draco said.

Neither of them had got up when he did. It still felt strange not to do so, but the fact that they
didn’t, did make for a more relaxed everyday life.

The Dark Lord was entirely silent while he crossed the room on naked feet and with his robes
flowing around him. He slipped out the door and was gone like a shadow.

Astoria looked at Draco and took his hand in hers. “We have a daughter,” she whispered. “I
can hardly believe that it’s true. We have a daughter!”

“That we do, love, that we do.” He leaned in and waited for her to meet him halfway for a
kiss, which she instantly did, with pleasure.

Astoria Greengrass Malfoy would remember that day to the day she died. She would
remember it when the memories of her sister’s exuberant laugh faded, when the memory of
her mothers’ soft hands and her father’s gravelly voice became almost nothing. She would
remember it far beyond the horrid memories of war and sorrow and pain. And she would
cherish it as she cherished few other memories in her life. She would remember that day as
one of the very best days of her life, on par with the day she finally, finally, took Draco as her
husband. She would remember it as that wonderful day, that joyous day she first became a
mother.
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Voldemort tucked Harry closer to his body when he again began to stir and marvelled a bit at
the fact that Harry himself closed any hint of distance between them. An arm was across
Voldemort’s chest and the other hand was clutching the front of Voldemort’s robes. Harry’s
face was pressed against Voldemort’s neck, he could feel each and every one of Harry’s
breaths against his skin.

Harry whimpered and squirmed and tried to get even closer, as if whatever bothered him
would stop if only he got close enough. Voldemort strengthened his grip around him. So far,
that had not been the wrong thing to do. He didn’t know if it was some innate knowledge that
he was not alone, that calmed Harry down when Voldemort hugged him closer, or if it was
the pressure of Voldemort’s hands that calmed him down. Or something else entirely. But it
did calm him down, yet again.

It had been a long 48 hours since they came back from the cottage and the children and adults
that had lived there. Harry had been more or less delirious with mental and emotional
exhaustion the whole time. He had also been unable to relax or sleep for any length of time
and he had used two doses of the special Calming Draught’s that he had brought with him
when he moved in. That had been the last two doses, and if Voldemort was not much
mistaken, the last one was on its way to expire. Typically, Harry was calm again when the
potion had run its course. Not so this time. And he had still been somewhat agitated, even
with the potion in his system. He only relaxed when Voldemort held him, so Voldemort had
decided that he would hold him until Harry was ready to get up.

Thus, he was now in bed with a naked and clingy Harry, while he himself was dressed. Harry
had not been naked at first, but he had been so very far from quiet and after the third shower
to wash away sweat, tears, spittle and blood, as well as cool down, Voldemort gave up on
getting him to dress again.

While Voldemort’s mind marvelled at the fact that Harry not only accepted his closeness
when he was this vulnerable, but actively sought it out, Voldemort’s body was not the least
bit interested in his naked husband. Harry’s distress would never be arousing to him. Harry’s
vulnerability, even tears and pain if freely given, yes, absolutely. Harry’s distress, no, most
certainly not. He felt protective and possessive, even worried, for his husband, and nothing
else.

Harry whimpered again and pushed himself closer. Voldemort let a hand comb through his
hair.

“Shh, you are not alone, my own. You are not alone.”

Harry moved to place a leg over Voldemort’s legs, but calmed down again with Voldemort’s
hand combing through his hair. Voldemort could feel him relax, bit by bit and then seemingly



fall asleep again. He hoped that Harry would be clear headed again soon. It had to be so very
tiring to be this upset, this confused, for such a long span of time.

Half an hour later Harry began to stir again.

“Monster?” he murmured hoarsely, and his body began to stiffen.

“I am here, Harry.” Voldemort hugged him harder for a moment so Harry could feel their
closeness. Harry relaxed and a part of Voldemort crowed in victory at the trust his husband
put in him now. So much trust that he relaxed because Voldemort was there with him.

“I feel like I have been trampled by a herd of Hippogriffs.”

“That is understandable. You have not had much peace these last two days, not much restful
sleep either. It is just past lunch.”

“Two days … Yeah, it feels like two days’ worth of nightmares.” Harry pressed himself
closer. “Is there any Dreamless Sleep, or did I try to take it earlier?”

“You told me your magic would negate the potion and refused to take it.”

“That is most likely what would have happened, yes. I think … I think I want to try it now.
Just a small dose, so I can sleep and then function for some hours before it’s actual time for
bed.”

“A sound plan.” Voldemort summoned the small potion vial and Harry swallowed half of it.

“Do you have to leave the room?” he muttered while falling asleep.

“I do not have to leave the bed, my own.” Voldemort kissed his hair.

Harry burrowed closer, as if there were any space left between them. His short beard tickled
Voldemort’s neck a bit.

“Good.” It was no more than a murmur, and then he became completely limp when the potion
took effect. 

Almost three hours later, three hours where Harry slept deeply and restfully, there came a
knock on Harry’s drawing room door.

“Dobby, do find out what that person wants,” Voldemort said in a loud whisper.

A moment later the elf popped noiselessly into the room right by the bed.

“It be Master Harry’s Hermi friend, Lord Voldemort, sir,” the little elf said with a deep bow.
Voldemort still didn’t know how Harry had persuaded him into letting the elf use his name. It
must have been during a small case of insanity on Voldemort’s part. The only two that used
his chosen name was his husband, and said husband’s house elf. Of course, Harry found it
silently hilarious, so that was probably the reason Voldemort hadn’t changed his mind.



“Did she tell you what she wanted? Harry will hopefully be asleep for one more hour.”

The elf didn’t get the chance to answer, because the door to the hallway went up and Granger
came through it.

“Everyone decent?” she asked in a half whisper, not looking through the drawing room and
into the bedroom.

Voldemort gave a sigh, rearranged the pillows, himself, and Harry so Voldemort could sit up
against the headboard with Harry tucked against his side. Then he pushed the sheets closer
around Harry and realised that he was quite tired himself. If not physically, then mentally,
because he simply could not find it in himself to get so much as irritated about the intrusion,
when he should have been enraged.

“Decent enough, Granger,” he said and his voice was weary. He tried to gather himself
enough to at least care about that fact, but it had been 48 harrowing hours where he could do
little to nothing to help his husband, his mate, through his pain and confusion. And that had
bothered him more than he ever could have predicted.

Granger came into the room, moved an armchair to the foot of the bed and then placed a
small table next to it before she floated a cup with a lid to Voldemort and sat down in the
chair. She did everything wandless and wordless.

“That’s just a simple cappuccino coffee,” she nodded to the cup floating in the air in front of
Voldemort. As usual she was dressed in black jeans, but this time she had a dark purple shirt
instead of a sweater and she had a black open robe over her other clothes, and it wasn’t her
warded robe. The robe, while completely ordinary, made Voldemort wonder if she, like
Harry, was taking steps to at least seem more integrated into the magical society she was a
part of. Harry always wore a robe or cloak or both when in public now. Sometimes only an
open over-robe over his usual clothes, but often a closed robe that hid whatever he had
underneath, if he had anything at all. Voldemort silently approved of this, and if Granger was
taking her directions from Harry, he approved of that too.

With a gesture Granger used magic to get the boots of her feet. “I brought a Vanilla Mocha
for Harry, he has gotten a bit fixated on them, but I didn’t know if you liked any kind of
special coffee drink so I kept it simple.” She drew one leg up and put one arm around it,
holding the cup with the other hand. She toasted him and took a sip.

Voldemort eyed her for a moment, took the cup and tasted the hot beverage. He had seldom
tasted any of the coffee drinks that Harry liked so much, and greatly preferred tea, but he
could feel both the heat and the rush of caffeine through his body, and he needed both.

“My thanks, Granger.” He took a bigger sip.  

“You are welcome, Slytherin. I was busy the first part of the last 48 hours and then when I
heard from Dobby that Harry was out of it, I figured my time would be best spent brewing
more of the special Calming Draught. Dobby only told me that Harry was having a hard time
and that you were with him. No details or anything, just enough for me to know that you did
everything possible and that I had nothing to add.”



“Nothing at all, Granger, after having years of experience with similar circumstances? And if
Harry, Dobby and you have decided on what Dobby might convey in a situation where Harry
is concerned, I have no objection.”

She shook her head and some of the black curls that had gotten loose from her bun bounced
around her pale face. “When Harry has a breakdown like this, there is very little to do. When
he is both upset and exhausted, it’s like his magic fights everything that might calm him
down. I think he is in a kind of fight or flight mode all the time, days on end. The special
Calming Draughts is the only thing that comes close to helping anything at all, and that takes
24 hours of intensive brewing to make. Other than that, the only thing to do is to stay with
him to let him know he isn’t alone and to try to stop him from harming himself when he
panics.”

Voldemort nodded and took another sip from his cup, he felt slightly less tired now. What
Granger described sounded very much like what had happened the last two days.

Granger put a black box with silver wards painted on the sides and lid down on the table by
her side. “Six doses of the Calming Draught that are keyed to his blood. I hope it will be a
long time before he needs it again.”

They drank their coffee in silence.

“You truly plan to stay in his life?” Voldemort asked when his cup was empty, and he had
floated it to the bedside table.

“No.” Granger put her cup down on the side table. “I am staying in his life. End of
discussion. Nothing and no one can change that fact.” It was like she dared him to disagree,
but he would not. No, he could not. He had promised Harry. He had given his word, and he
would not break his word.

He bowed his head shortly in acknowledgement.

“When Harry got the proposal of the truce, he asked me what I thought about it. I told him
that it was a decision only he could make. That no one else could or should take it for him
because it was he and no one else that had to live with the decision. But I also told him that I
would stay by him no matter what he chose. If he married you, I would stay by him. If he
chose to keep on fighting until we were both dead, I would stay by him. There has never been
any question in my mind.”

“But there has been in his?” Voldemort asked, hearing what was left unsaid.

“He worried about my resolve when it became obvious that you don’t have a marriage in
name only. Even though I don’t know exactly what you have, it’s more than just words on a
piece of paper and some hollow oaths. Which is what I think Harry believed would be the
very best-case scenario. Anything other than that had to be worse. I think he feared that the
fact that you had something else, something better, would change how I see him. How I feel
about him.” She looked at Harry that still clung to Voldemort beneath the sheets. “The idiot.
As if.”



“You are such a bitch, talking about me behind my back like that,” Harry suddenly slurred.

“You shouldn’t eavesdrop,” Granger scolded him with a smirk.

“You are talking about me, in my bedroom with me right here, how is that eavesdropping?”
He snuggled into Voldemort and seemed to fall asleep again.

Granger snorted and shook her head, but Voldemort believed the smile that filled her face to
be very fond indeed.

They were silent until Harry stirred again, just a few minutes past the four-hour mark.

“Any of you seen Zi lately?” Harry asked without moving away from Voldemort. He actually
burrowed closer, as if that was possible to do.

“No, I haven’t,” Granger said.

“I saw the girl at tea yesterday,” Voldemort admitted. “For five minutes or so. I have not left
you again since then. She seemed to be in a good mood, as far as I could tell. She asked me
about you.”

Harry gave a small sigh and began to extract himself from Voldemort to sit up beside him.
Voldemort handed him the coffee Granger had brought and he took it gratefully. No one
spoke while Harry drank his coffee.

“Need more Calming Draught?” Granger asked and made a gesture at the box she had placed
on the table beside her. 

“No, no I don’t think so. Not right now. But thanks.” Harry floated the cup to the bedside
table and scrubbed his hands over his face. “I really want to see Zi and see that she is well,
and while I feel … stable … right now, I don’t know if I should risk it.”

“I can find her, give her a message from you and talk to her,” Granger said. “Or, we can all
go to tea and I will keep her with me and protect her if you suddenly find yourself less than
stable.”

Thus, half an hour later Granger snapped the little girl up and placed her on her lap before the
girl could accost Harry as she obviously wanted to do. The girl squirmed on Granger’s lap
and reached for Harry. Granger tapped her on the nose.

“Where are your table manners, Zinnia?” she asked seriously. “We sit by a table now, what
would Minerva say if you acted like this at her tea table?”

The girl looked at Granger with big, blue eyes that began to shine with tears.

“No, no, Zinnia, no crocodile tears.”

The girl pouted, blinked several times and gave a world-weary sigh. Voldemort silently
applauded the girl’s performance, her childish attempt at manipulation, and realised that he
was too tired to be fit for polite company if he found the girl’s antics to be amusing. But then,



the girl, Zinnia, was one of his housemates now. He would have to get used to her presence
and her behaviour. It was obvious that Harry cared a great deal for her and while Harry had
agreed to keep the girl, Zinnia, out of their wing if she was unaccompanied, Voldemort did
not doubt that Harry would see much of the girl on the days he felt he was safe to be around.
She was important to him and he had kept away from her for her safety, just as he had done
with Granger.  

Astoria gave Voldemort his teacup and he saw the glance she gave the girl, Zinnia, her
daughter. Tender and joyous and almost scared. The girl, Zinnia, calmed down and agreed to
sit on Granger’s lap while taking her tea. After everyone had gotten their tea and light
conversation had been held for about fifteen minutes, Harry put down his cup and looked at
the girl, Zinnia.

“Zinnia?” Harry asked and had the girl’s, Zinnia’s, attention at once. “You know how on
some days Kingsley can push you on the swings with his hands, or help you climb trees or
run around with you, and how you on other days can’t climb on his lap or even give him a
hug if you aren’t very careful?”

The girl, Zinnia, nodded with all the graveness a child could show. “Yes. It’s because of the
injuries he got in the war. Some days they aren’t so bad and he can run with us and push us
on the swings and everything, and some days they are really, really bad and everything he
does hurts and we have to be very careful with him.”

“Exactly. I have something like that too, just, not in my body. It’s in my mind. Some days I
feel much like normal and can do all the normal things. Other days I have to be careful
because it hurts in my mind and I get so very tired and even afraid. Because of that, I won’t
be around all the time, Zizi. Some days I will have to keep to myself and with other adults
because I’m in pain and confused. That has nothing to do with you, alright? I love you so
much and if I could spend every day with you, I would be so very happy. Do you understand?
It has nothing to do with how much I love you and how much you mean to me, and in time I
will hopefully get a bit better, at least.”

“Just like Kings,” the girl, Zinnia, said seriously. “He has a lot more better days now than
when you first brought him to us.”

“Yes, just like that. It will be slow, but I will get better.” Harry swallowed and Voldemort
could see uncertainty flicker in his gaze for a moment before he pushed it away.

She nodded. “I love you too, Harry. You are the best godfather ever.”

“Thank you, Zi. I will always strive to be that for you. I couldn’t ask for a better
goddaughter.”

She smiled brilliantly at him and then looked straight at Voldemort.

“May I meet your great snake now, sir, please?”

Granger sputtered a laugh and Astoria blinked while Draco paled. Harry rolled his eyes.



Voldemort blinked. He had actually forgotten the fact that Harry had told him to keep Nagini
away from the girl, Zinnia, unless Voldemort was with them. At the time he had thought it
strange. Harry knew that Nagini would not hurt anyone in the Manor unless he ordered it or
they attacked first, but he had complied, thinking that maybe the girl, Zinnia, had been told
horror stories about Nagini and would be afraid. Apparently, he had been mistaken, because
the girl, Zinnia, positively radiated excitement.

Voldemort looked at Harry who shrugged with a small grin, and then Voldemort sent for
Nagini. It did not take long before Nagini slithered into the conservatory and he watched as
the girl, Zinnia, went from almost vibrating with excitement to jumping up and down on
Granger’s lap. Granger laughed and the girl, Zinnia, began to clap her hands.

“Oh, oh, she is so beautiful, and she lives here with us?” The girl, Zinnia, looked at Astoria.
“Truly? I may speak to her whenever I want?”

Voldemort pondered her choice of words while he watched the conversation taking place in
front of him.

“Maybe not all the time,” Astoria corrected, “she isn’t ours, even if she spends a lot of time
with us. And only if you show her respect, but yes, I should think you may see her often, if
that is what you wish.”

“That is brilliant! I have always wanted a snake! Everyone always told me no.” She wriggled
free of Granger’s grasp and slid down to the floor where she slowly got closer to Nagini with
a hand stretched out towards her. “You are so beautiful,” Zinnia hissed in parseltongue. “So
big and so beautiful. May I pet you, please?”

Nagini reared up in surprise and there was a squawk of fright from Draco and a squeak of
excitement from Astoria, both very unusual and very undignified. Granger and Harry looked
at each other and snickered. Voldemort himself almost lost all composure. What was the
chance that there were three parselmouths in the same room?

“A hatchling speaker?! Master, the hatchling is a speaker?!” Nagini looked as flabbergasted
as he had ever seen her. Being a snake, that was not much, but still.

“So it seems, my dear,” he told Nagini as calmly as he possibly could. “Do be kind to her.”

“I’m not a hatchling, I’m a human girl. We do not hatch from an egg,” Zinnia said and
giggled when Nagini came closer and flicked her tongue over Zinnia’s hand.

“You are a small two-legger. Small snakes are hatchlings. You are a hatchling,” Nagini told
her and butted her head into Zinnia’s hand to get petted. Zinnia petted dutifully without
hesitation and with a smile that lit up her face in happiness. “Mummy, look, I got to pet the
snake!” Zinnia looked at Astoria.

Astoria smiled back at her, even if she could not understand the child’s words.

“You are speaking parseltongue, Zizi,” Harry told her. “It’s only you, me and Voldemort who
can speak and understand parseltongue.”



“Of the two-leggers,” Nagini corrected.

“Yes, of course,” Harry said.  

“Mummy, Daddy, I got to pet the snake!” Zinnia said again.

“I can see that, dearest, you are very lucky,” Astoria said while she held Draco’s hand in hers.
He was a bit too pale to be healthy, but Voldemort was well used to that reaction from him. It
did not seem like Draco was considering separating snake and child, at least. Voldemort
almost pitied the man, to be that afraid of snakes and living under the same roof as
parselmouths and to be married to a snake enthusiast and the father of another.

“Zinnia, ask Nagini to come around here,” Granger told the girl, Zinnia, and pointed at the
space behind her and Astoria. “If Harry needs to leave, it’s better if no one is between him
and the door.”

“Yes, Hermi,” Zinnia said and asked Nagini to follow her to the space where Granger wanted
them. Nagini followed the child without complaint. They were discussing the best place for
scritches.

Harry turned towards Voldemort and grinned with a lot of teeth. He had known, of course,
just as Granger had, and none of them had thought to warn him. Voldemort raised an eyebrow
at him and Harry’s grin broadened.

“Brat,” Voldemort hissed and Harry winked, just to prove Voldemort’s point, he was sure.

Granger chuckled into her teacup and Harry leaned over to poke her shoulder, which made
her giggle. Astoria observed them first with bemusement and then with more scrutiny.
Voldemort was reminded that in this room more people than not understood parseltongue, a
state of affairs he was truly unaccustomed to. He still did not know how Granger could
understand the language, but considering how much Harry and Granger knew and could do,
he could not be too surprised. Zinnia, on the other hand, who was a true parselmouth …

 It was as if Harry knew what Voldemort was thinking because he looked from Voldemort to
Astoria and Draco.

“One of the many magical rituals Hermi and I excavated from the chest of time was a new, or
very old, kind of godparent bonding ritual. It was one of the first ones we found, as it
happened over seven years ago now. The godparent ritual that has been used in Britain the
last few centuries is but a shadow of this one. If even that.”

“There was hardly any comparison at all,” Granger said. “And Neville and Hannah agreed at
once to use it, as soon as we mentioned it and that it was safe for Zinnia to use. It gifts
something both ways, you see. Zinnia gets something that will help her in life from her
godparents, and we get a bond to her that helps us make sure she is safe. It is only the gravest
of circumstances that will get through to us. Normal scrapes, even broken bones, will not be
noticed, but true fear and danger will get us to come running. And of course, we are
completely incapable of scaring her or bringing her any kind of harm.”



Voldemort looked at Zinnia who now was stroking Nagini from her head to far down her tail
in long strokes. Both looked very pleased. Nagini was actually hissing in pleasure.

Harry nodded. “Magic decides what gifts from us that will help Zinnia in life. As far as we
know, she got parseltongue from me and some of Hermi’s exceptional gifts of learning and
understanding.”

“Not the full load, fortunately,” Granger said with evident relief. “That was something of a
curse to grow up with.”

Harry leaned towards her, put a hand at her neck and brought their foreheads together.

“You did good in the end, Hermi, you did very good. Remember that.”

Granger huffed, but hugged him back. 

Astoria was watching their interaction again, her eyes narrowed, then they grew wide. She
almost choked on the tea she had just taken a sip of.

“You … you … no … It is …Dragon had a tail …but … no,” she whispered roughly when
she could talk again, more to herself than to any of them. “Dragon had a tail, but …” She
looked at Voldemort. “Those three, my Lord …”

Both Harry and Granger turned to look at Astoria, their teeth bared in something that no one
would consider an actual smile.

Voldemort understood Astoria’s predicament. It was hard to believe, even for him who knew
of Granger’s shapeshifting powers. His best guess was that Astoria had seen Harry’s
interaction with Dragon and compared it to his interaction with Granger. Then she had
combined it with the fact that the three idiots that had begun the whole situation that ended
with Zinnia living in the Manor, were not supposed to follow a dragon, but Granger. Astoria
knew that and she had obviously recognised the three idiots.

“Figured something out, did you?” Harry asked.

Astoria paled, but lifted her chin. “You didn’t become a shapechanger on your own, Harry,”
she stated with great conviction where she moments before had had none.

“Of course not,” Harry agreed mildly.

“The first time we met after the truce you called me a lovely creature,” Granger said with a
smug grin.

Astoria blinked slowly at her. “You were the cat?” she whispered breathily. “I knew it! Cats
are strange, but that cat acted unusual even for a Kneazle! Then I was right!”

Granger shrugged. “I appreciated the compliments. The second time you saw me was quite a
shock, I believe. No compliments then.”

Astoria hesitated.



“Dragon, you can turn into a dragon?” Draco whispered.

“One of the bigger animals I have managed, to be sure, but yes. I like being a dragon,”
Granger said.

Draco whistled and leaned back in his chair.

Voldemort had already known this and had gotten over the astonishment and the incredulity
he had felt at first, but he could well understand the surprise Astoria and Draco felt. The fact
that there existed one shapechanger that apparently had no restrictions on their shapes was
incredible. That there were two such individuals defied all reason. And yet, that was the truth
of the matter.

As Harry had said moments before; of course he did not become a shapechanger on his own.
When had Harry and Granger ever let the other do something alone if they could avoid it? It
was more remarkable that Harry had been able to interact with and talk about Granger in her
other shapes, without any indication that she was anything but an extraordinary creature or
animal. He, or they as Head Bones also had mentioned Dragon, had gone so far as to give
Granger’s dragon shape a nickname, simplistic as it was.  

“I got to ride Dragon,” Zinnia told Nagini smugly.

Of course, the child had known too, Voldemort mused. All the children, and the adults, at that
safe house had known.

“Snakes are not made to fly, hatchling,” Nagini told her in turn.

Zinnia nodded to that and continued to pet the great serpent that by now had wound her way
around the small human body, while making sure not to be too heavy on the small bones.

Draco and Astoria had some questions about the shape changing before Granger changed the
subject.

“Blaise Zabini,” she said and looked at Astoria and Draco. “You both know him quite well,
right?”

“Blaise is not easily known, but yes, I would say we know him quite well,” Draco said.

“I met him at the Ministry last week when I was going to meet Susan for lunch,” Granger
said. “We began to talk while I waited for Susan and as he is quite charming and I don’t have
any knowledge about him that automatically makes him ineligible to date, I said yes when he
asked to take me out on a future date. That was supposed to be a couple of days ago, but I
postponed it to this coming Friday. Anything I should know?”

Astoria smiled. “He wants a family about as much as you do, I think.”

Granger nodded. “That’s always good to know. Last one didn’t, or at least not with me. I was
stupid and gave him the benefit of the doubt, as I knew little about him. He will now have to
struggle with the soapsuds curse for the next year or so.”



Voldemort knew what that meant. He had used the specific word that Harry and Granger
despised. A strange thing to do on a date.

Harry snarled and Granger took his hand in hers.

“As far as I know, Blaise is honest in his dealings with potential partners, as well as kind,”
Draco said. “You might not fit each other in the end, but the chance you will feel hurt or ill-
used is slight. On the other hand, the chance that you will have a good time is great.”

“That recommendation is quite glowing. In the future, I think I will have to try to find people
that know my dates to get to know about the pitfalls in advance. If I don’t get truly lucky this
time around, of course. Here’s to hoping.” She held up her crossed fingers.

Voldemort knew what the crossed fingers represented, but Astoria and Draco exchanged a
slightly confused look as they often did when Harry and Granger used practises and language
that were typical for the Nomagi.

Harry did the same. “Have fun, and good luck.”

Astoria smiled coldly. “And if he should end up hurting you, just send him my way.”

“Hey, if he hurts Hermi you will have to wait your turn,” Harry said.

“Nagini could probably eat him for you,” Zinnia said gravely, showing that she had followed
the conversation. “You could eat a bad person for Hermi, couldn’t you? If they are mean? He
wouldn’t be more than a bump on your stomach.” Zinnia stroked said stomach.

“Zinnia, dearest, do not volunteer snakes to eat people. It isn’t nice,” Astoria said just as
Nagini answered.

Voldemort noted that Astoria did not specify if it was the volunteering of a snake or the
eating of a human that was not nice. Knowing her, it might very well be the former and not
the latter.

“I only eat two-leggers that my Master gives me. Other two-leggers are not to be eaten, my
Master says.”

“Oh, maybe it isn’t healthy for you; that’s alright then,” Zinnia said and turned towards
Astoria. “Nagini said that she only eats two-leggers that her Master gives to her. Maybe it
will be bad for her to eat too many?”

“Yes, that might be right,” Astoria said, as if they were discussing the weather or how they
liked their tea. It seemed like the two of them truly were family that simply had not found
each other before now. Looking at the satisfied smiles between Harry and Granger,
Voldemort believed that he was not the only one who had noticed.

Draco nodded, so pale that he was almost green. Voldemort decided to make sure he was not
close by the next time he gave Nagini a human to eat, unless Draco had done something to
deserve punishment, that was. Astoria mostly kept him in check, so the times Voldemort had
to punish Draco were few and far between.



“You all seem to forget that I’m perfectly able to get people to regret their life choices all on
my own,” Granger stated. “Also, that we are hoping for a good outcome on this date, yes?”

“Yes, you are quite right,” Astoria said. “The seventh try will work out. Seven is a charmed
number after all.”

Granger smiled. “Among the Nomagi there is a saying ‘Third time’s the charm’.”

“Well, three is a charmed number too. Is that something I should read up on, for my Nomagi
studies?”

“No, I can make a list of the most typical sayings and distribute it. If you ever hear something
else, you can always tell them that you haven’t heard it before. No one knows all the sayings
there are.”

The conversation went naturally over to the Nomagi education that had just begun, one
evening every other week in addition to reading material. Voldemort and his staunchest
supporters all went to learn from Harry and Granger. His supporters were not happy about it,
but Voldemort would not hear any complaints and he kept them from harassing the teachers.
He hoped, silently and desperately, that if the magical world managed to learn enough to not
make waves among the Nomagi, they would be able to keep hidden until they had a better
solution to keep them separated and safe from the Nomagi.

Everyone, even the most stubborn of the blood purists now knew that the Nomagi could kill
them all in a matter of months, if not weeks. The new wards that combined blood and ley
lines that Harry and Granger worked on could hopefully give them more time than they
would have had, but nothing would save them if they didn’t find a solution to hide
indefinitely. Voldemort had already decided that they either needed an island that they could
ward to Hell and back, as Harry had so aptly put it, or they needed to look at a more magical
solution from the beginning. Right now, he didn’t know what that solution could be. He just
knew that he needed to find it, and soon.

The clock had been ticking for decades already.

 

Chapter End Notes

There you have it! I know a lot of people have wondered about that very smart cat and
maybe about the dragon too. It was just Hermi checking up on her best friend as best she
could. ;p How many of you guessed that Dragon was Hermi, and was that before or after
she showed Voldemort that she is a shapeshifter too?

Thank you so much for reading and for the comments, the subscriptions, the bookmarks
and the kudos! I appreciate each and every one a whole lot! Thank you!



I absolutely love to read what you think about the story and the characters! So please
continue to tell me what you think!



Ostara

Chapter Notes

See the end of the chapter for notes

Voldemort looked out over the Malfoy’s biggest ballroom, it was filled with people in
flowing, pastel coloured finery. Even after a long war most had managed to find or make
exquisite robes, dresses and in some cases costumes. It was the evening of Ostara and they
had held the child friendly Ostara ritual with a bonfire a couple of hours before dusk. After
the ritual the children had been told about the treasure hunt in the garden. There had been an
exodus of people, led by the smallest of them, out into the garden that was full of spring
flowers and trees and bushes with fresh green leaves, to look for the hidden baskets filled
with candies, chocolates, and small gifts. Of course, the many tame baby rabbits that had
been let loose in the gardens slowed the hunt down quite a bit, to all the children’s delight.
The garden had been a place of surprises, colours, enjoyment and laughter in that hour.

After that there had been some hours of socialising and dinner with the typical Ostara foods
of roasted lamb, eggs prepared in many different ways, hot crossed buns, sprouted greens and
asparagus prepared in different styles and more. And of course, more games for the children.

During that time Voldemort and Harry had retreated to Harry’s rooms to calm the soul shard.
The plan had been for Voldemort to read aloud, as they often did, but most of the time had
been spent to discuss the child friendly ritual they just had held, the way they planned to hold
the more adult ritual at midnight and other ways one could do an Ostara ritual. They had also
talked about the symbolism around the festival and the magic they still could feel all around
them even after the carefully constructed ritual where the children had been participating.
Harry and Granger had agreed wholeheartedly with Astoria and Draco that children should be
able to at the very least observe the rituals of the year from an early age, even if that meant
that the adults had to participate in two rituals every Sabbath. When Harry was out of danger
again, they had joined the ball that had started after the children had been sent to bed.

Now Voldemort stood a few steps away from the altar that was decorated with a light green
cloth, small twigs with green leaves, vases with spring flowers, painted eggs and candles in
pastel yellow, pink, green and lavender. The ballroom was full of people dancing and pastel
colours whirling about. He himself had chosen a robe in pale green with some golden
stitching. He was quite certain that Harry had charmed his own robe to be a deep lavender
edged with spring flowers in yellow, a light purple and pink. Flowers which continually
opened and closed. It was excellent charm work, not that Voldemort had expected anything
else from Harry by now. The girl, Zinnia, had had a similar robe, but in addition to the
moving flowers, hers had had white baby rabbits and yellow chickens running around. It was
also possible that it was Granger behind both robes, as she had shown a penchant to charm
Harry’s clothes.  

“A question for you, husband mine,” Harry stopped by him and handed him a champagne
flute before he sipped at his own flute and Voldemort took a moment to marvel at the
difference in his husband from the first time they had stood in this ballroom together, on their



wedding day. Back then Harry had been so terrified that he had had trouble breathing, and
difficulty believing he would survive the next few weeks.

Voldemort nodded at him and followed his gaze to where Harry was looking. It was a pair on
the dance floor, Granger in the arms of Ministry Leader Zabini. Granger in a silk robe of the
palest lavender and Zabini in a very pale-yellow robe trimmed with gold.

“If I invited Hermi, and you naturally expected Zabini to attend, who invited whom to the
ball? Or is it more accurate to say that they met at the ball, and this is not, in fact, their third
date at all?”

Voldemort looked at Harry. Harry smiled innocently back, and again Voldemort marvelled at
the difference in the man. Marvelled, and delighted in it.

“You think about the strangest things, my own, truly.”

Harry shrugged. “By the way, Hermi told me earlier tonight that she thinks she will get
Kingsley Shacklebolt out of hiding in a few more weeks. Both she and I believe he might be
willing to give the job of Ministry Leader a go, given the right kind of encouragement. Hermi
will feel him out and report back. I’m telling you so you know about it, not so you will do
anything about it. At least not yet. Also,” Harry looked at him again, green eyes gleaming in
the candlelight, “we are hoping for an extension in the timeline for pardons and identification
papers for Minerva McGonagall and maybe two more. Hermi thinks Minerva will follow the
children when they move into a more … public … group home, but not before. And because
that might still take some months …”

“Have you and Astoria considered where you want this home to be?” Voldemort knew the
two of them had talked about it several times already, in the ten days since Zinnia came to
stay. Children, their happiness and safety were a cause close to both their hearts. He did not
know if any decisions had been made so far. He had been a leader long enough to know how
to delegate tasks. If Astoria and Harry worked on a project together, he would get to know
the results, but not the plans, unless he asked.

“We are almost certain that we want to use Corvus Hall, a Black Estate. There we can
combine the two homes Hermi and I alone set up, and also invite at least one, possibly both
of the publicly known homes. Of course, both of us hope that most of the teenagers and
children will find true families soon. But until they do, Corvus Hall can be their home. The
Hall itself is big, the grounds are huge with a farm attached and it has an orchard with
different trees with nuts and fruits and also berry bushes in large quantities. There are two
greenhouses and the possibility for both a vegetable garden and a potion garden. Astoria
wants Amaranth Carrow to take a look at the possibilities before the greenhouses and
vegetable garden is set up. We both like the thought of a near self-sufficient estate.

“Hermi will go there in a couple of days to confirm that the wards the goblins told me about,
truly are there and are all in order. If the wards are up and running, they should be even better
than the war wards at Malfoy Manor. And I like that very much, to be honest.”

Voldemort nodded. He could understand that feeling from Harry. His gaze caught on Astoria
who just then stepped around Lucius where he stood talking with his old comrades by an



open window, and he saw Lucius grab her arm and hold her back. Voldemort felt his eyes
narrow as he watched. Lucius had no right to touch anyone in such a way, and certainly not
his second in command. They exchanged some whispered, but obviously agitated, words
before Astoria ripped her arm free from his grasp and sailed over the floor towards them.
Harry called an elf and held a flute of champagne out to her before she stopped by them.

“Do you want me to break his nose again, because I would be all too happy to do so,” Harry
offered her with the glass and an ice-cold smile.

Astoria took the flute with thanks, swallowed half of it and scowled at the air. Her ice blue
robes trimmed in silver were so light they swirled around her at her every movement. Her
long, blonde hair hung loose down her back, decorated with small diamond studded hairclips
that made her hair sparkle in the candlelight. Her new daughter had likened her to an elven
queen from the Nomagi fairy tales that Harry and Granger had read to her.

“He doesn’t seem to believe that Zinnia isn’t intended to take the Malfoy Heirship and he
keeps getting more and more … disgusting, to be honest. Never mind the fact that she is
absolutely incapable of becoming the Malfoy Heir, as per the marriage contract he got me to
sign.” She gave a great sigh.

“What about Narcissa, does she feel the same?” Harry asked.

“Oh no, quite the opposite actually. She is very close to infatuated with Zinnia, her first
grandchild, and has told Zinnia that she is very much welcome to call her Grandmother or
Gran or Grandma if she likes, not Granny or Nanna though.” Astoria smirked. “Too plebeian
for her, I guess. Have either of you seen Draco? I would like to dance.”

“He hasn’t come back after putting Zi to bed again after her nightmare,” Harry said. “I still
find it hard to believe that he agreed to let Nagini sleep with Zi, when he himself is so very
uncomfortable with her.”

“Both our Lord and you claim that Nagini wouldn’t hurt Zinnia without a very good reason,
and both Zinnia herself and Nagini seemed to like the idea of sleeping together … Draco
knows that there is no way for him to escape snakes, so he does his best to get over the fear.”
Astoria gave a soft smile.

“She hasn’t had a lot of nightmares, has she?” Harry asked slowly, his concern obvious.

“No, only two so far. After the first one she fell asleep after a story, but this one was worse
and apparently needed a guard snake for her to go back to bed.”

“Nagini is rather good at guarding,” Voldemort stated and both Harry and Astoria smiled.
Voldemort put down his champagne flute on a small table. “Harry prefers not to dance, while
I do like dancing. May I have this dance, Lady Greengrass?” He held out a hand to Astoria.
Her smile broadened and she curtsied deeply.

“It would be an honour, Lord Slytherin.” She took his hand, and he led her out on the dance
floor.



At midnight it was time for the second ritual of Ostara and Voldemort led the ceremony as he
had done for many years now, even though this was only the second time he had gotten the
full effect of the ritual. There was a distinct difference in the ritual’s effect on him before and
after he had healed his soul as much as it could heal after what he had done to it.

White clad people were chanting and swaying around the bonfire in the middle of the forest
clearing. Everyone had already sacrificed something to the flames, some with a specific
prayer or wish for the season, other with a more general wish for sun, warmth and growing
things. The sacrifices had been everything from flowers and decorated branches to small art
works, wood carvings, paintings or embroidery. Through it all he had gathered the magic that
all of them gave with their sacrifice. The magic came in trickles from some, in streams from
others and in mighty rivers from a few. One of the rivers was from Harry when he wished for
a good planting season for all of Amaranth Carrow’s endeavours.

Now everyone had given their sacrifice and said their prayer and the magic lay in the air,
heavy and sparkling. Voldemort could feel it humming against his skin, heaving under his
feet, shimmering on his breath.

Undeniable, intoxicating and everywhere.

The chant had almost reached its peak now and he gathered the magic to send it all and the
prayers it held out into the world, and to Magic herself if she would hear them. He felt the
magic they had gathered together swell one final time and crest and break free. Billowing in
great waves over them and over the land. Several people gasped. Some fell to their knees.
Some sobbed in joy.

Now people would disappear, mostly in pairs, into the forest for a while before leaving for
their homes, or to the rooms they had at the Manor for the night. This was the magic of
spring, of fertility, of renewal, of birth and new beginnings. Quite a few prayers had been
about just that. He hoped they would be answered. They needed big families to bolster the
population, and if people wanted children, then he truly wished for them to have them.

“Want to spend the night in my tent?” he heard Granger ask Zabini. “Or just an hour or two,
if that’s better? I prefer the bed to the ground, and there is more privacy.”

“I have to get up early tomorrow, but yes, I would absolutely like that,” Zabini answered and
they too, vanished into the night. Most likely to the beach, as that was where Granger most
often put up her tent.

“Voldemort?”

He turned and looked at Harry, the only one left in the clearing now. His eyes glittered in the
fire light.

“Your voice absolutely lends itself to song, maybe even better than to talking or reading,”
Harry said hoarsely.

“Thank you, Harry. Did you appreciate the ritual?”



“I did, a lot, thanks. Do you need to stay here with the fire, or would you care to join me?”

Voldemort wondered if Harry was offering what it sounded like, if the magic was influencing
him as it did most of the other people that had been at the ritual. Not that it truly mattered, he
would join Harry anyway if that was Harry’s wish.

“One of the elves will look after the fire until it goes out. I may retire.”

Harry gave him a smile and they walked in silence until Harry stopped by the door that led to
his rooms.

“I don’t like having sex under any kind of influence,” Harry said in a low voice. “No, that’s
incorrect. I don’t like having sex under any kind of influence unless I have thought it through
and talked about it with the potential partner beforehand. Which I didn’t do today, and now
I’m both influenced by alcohol and magic.” He swallowed and looked into Voldemort’s eyes.
Harry’s eyes were almost black, so huge were his pupils. “Sorry about that. I should have
known how it would feel with so many people attending, and so much magic! It was
wonderful!” He grinned before he became more serious again. “I would like kissing and
petting and the like, but not any more than that. This is me asking if you would agree to that
and join me, and not feel … slighted that that’s all that will happen.”

“No, I do not feel slighted at all, my own,” Voldemort answered in a low voice. “I feel
privileged that you would like to share the night of Ostara with me.”

Harry took two steps backwards and opened the door into his drawing room without taking
his eyes from Voldemort. His gaze had gone from almost glazed with the effects from the
ritual, to hungry and full of anticipation. Moments later the door was closed behind them, and
Harry stood in the middle of the floor. Voldemort took the last step and closed the distance
between them and looked down at Harry.

“Monster, would you kiss me please?” Harry whispered and Voldemort slipped an arm
around him to draw him close and hold him there, before he stroked the pale face and bent
down to kiss soft lips.

The sudden flare up of the lingering magic from the ritual surprised Voldemort, and he
remembered that he had never before shared this night with anyone, in any way. He had
never felt the magic this way and with Harry’s clear limits firmly in mind, he nevertheless let
the magic take him and guide him, and he let himself enjoy it. Let himself revel in the soft
lips and pale skin under his hands and then under his own body. Let himself be guided both
by magic and by Harry’s sounds. Let himself lose himself in touches, kisses, sounds and
magic in a manner he never had before.

There was pale, scarred skin under his hands. Scars he still was so careful with stroking. Not
because he feared to hurt his husband physically, but because Harry had mentioned that some
of the scars had too much of a history for Harry to not notice them in a negative way if Harry
himself or anyone else gave them too much attention.

Soft lips gave way under his own. He teased and tasted and got whining noises and pleading
in return. He explored the naked chest and toned shoulders beneath him with his hands, his



lips, his fingertips, his teeth and his tongue. Hands combed through his hair, stroked down his
back.

It was soft, so soft. Intensely soft.

Voldemort experienced it all through a haze. Soft kisses, soft caresses, soft hair under his
hands, soft nips of his teeth on Harry’s pale skin.

He understood why Harry preferred not to have intoxicated sex unless it had been discussed
beforehand. While Voldemort was in control of his faculties, he had to remind himself of the
set boundaries several times. Everything was a hazy, soft pleasure. Strange and unfamiliar to
him, and easy to lose himself in.

He did not notice that he fell asleep with Harry in his arms and magic humming in his blood.
Equally, he hardly noticed when he woke up a couple of hours later because a callused hand
was stroking carefully down his arm again and again.

Everything was simply so intensely soft, when it could have been just as intensely hard and
sharp and desperate. It was their agreement of the boundaries that did not let the magic take
them away in any other direction. Intent was half of what magic was about, after all.

Voldemort stroked down Harry’s back, feeling the dips and bumps of the mostly pale scars.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to wake you,” Harry whispered into his neck. “I woke up and couldn’t
sleep again and I … I have never actually seen you sleep before. I was petting you before I
knew what I was doing. Sorry.”

“I have told you, my own, you are welcome to touch me.” Voldemort kissed his hair and
stroked his shoulder and down his arm. Feeling the scars there, too. Harry had so many. He
was covered in them. Parts of his body were more scars than unblemished skin. Voldemort
tried not to think about the scars, or when he thought about them, he tried to just think about
them in a negative light. Even then he could not wish the scars away, they and their history
were a part of Harry now, of his Harry, his husband. A painful part, but nevertheless a part of
him.

“Yes, but not to wake you, and I shouldn’t have done that,” Harry said.

“No matter now.” Voldemort still preferred to touch Harry than the other way around, and
maybe he would always prefer it that way. However, the fact that Harry wanted to touch him,
that he initiated contact, any kind of contact, sent a thrill through him and probably always
would.

Harry kissed his neck and the magic hummed in his blood and everything was even now so
soft. He leaned in and kissed Harry, slowly, languidly and thoroughly until he heard Harry
whimper and felt him cling to him. He smiled against Harry’s cheek while the other man
panted for air.

“You are too good at that,” Harry accused in a whisper.



“Blame my teacher, then.”

Harry snorted out a laugh and relaxed into Voldemort. They lay still in each other’s arms,
petting, stroking, sometimes kissing. At some point Harry fell asleep again and instead of
getting up and doing one of the many tasks before him, Voldemort stayed in bed with Harry
for the rest of the night.

 

XXXXX

 

It was a pleasant spring afternoon and Voldemort kept the French doors to his more public
study open. The wind blew the silver-grey curtains into the room in sudden gusts and they all
could hear Zinnia play in the garden together with Oberon Bandini, Thaddeus Nott, Ramona
Shacklebolt and Aletha Shafiq. The play was supervised by Mira Bandini and a house-elf.
When Voldemort had inquired about why there suddenly were so many children at the Manor,
Astoria had told him that it was a play group so Zinnia could get to know children her own
age. Children who were not currently living at the home were Zinnia had lived until recently.
Children she could meet with and play with regularly.

Zinnia had celebrated her birthday two days after Ostara, the date of the girl’s actual birthday.
Half the day had been spent at some hidden location with her former housemates, Harry and
Granger. The other half of the day her new parents had spoiled their new daughter with
attention, games, gifts and good food, again together with Harry and Granger. And at times
Nagini, who had decided that she liked the new Speaker hatchling.

During their meeting with Greyback, Head Bones and Ministry Leader Zabini Voldemort
observed Astoria and Draco look at the open door with a smile several times, even if they still
managed to focus on the discussions at hand. When Greyback and Head Bones left and they
waited for the last people for their next meeting, Draco and Astoria’s longing looks became
more prevalent.

Narcissa entered the room together with Severus.

“My Lord,” Narcissa said and curtsied while Severus bowed, “are you ready for the
preliminary reports on how we are doing in education, both among the children and adults?”

“Yes, I believe so. We are expecting a few more people, so let us move to a room better
suited for a bigger meeting.” He still preferred to know as much as possible about a situation
before he shared that information. Considering the upheaval that had followed his order
regarding the fact that everyone should learn about the Nomagi world so they could better
hide from it, he needed this information before he shared it.

He had just turned toward the door from his study when a high-pitched scream rent the air.
The scream became a roar and then a long howl that made many of those around him
shudder.



Astoria ran towards the open door out to the garden, because that was where the scream
originated. Voldemort moved and got out the door before her. He continued past the now
screaming children and the frantic Mira Bandini, towards the place he could still hear the
lingering echo of the howl. Towards the beach by the lake. The beach where Harry so often
spent hours on end, and the beach where Granger almost always put up her tent. Where her
tent was standing right now. 

The screaming children were ushered inside by Mira Bandini and some were popped inside
by the house elf. Voldemort saw Nagini behind Zinnia, almost pushing her towards the door
with her head.

“Draco, get the children inside and guard them,” Astoria said, and Voldemort could hear her
running up behind him.

“I will stay with them, too,” Narcissa said. “Go with Astoria and our Lord, Severus, there
might be a need for your skills.”

A falcon flung itself from the balustrade above them, screeched and winged straight for the
beach. Voldemort launched himself in the air and was close enough to see the beach when the
falcon became Harry and landed on the sand next to a four-legged creature that was savagely
mauling something in the sand.

Voldemort landed several steps away from the two and just watched as Harry gripped the
scruff of the black dire wolf that seemed to be eating the body on the ground. The already
mangled body of Fenrir Greyback, who should have left the property half an hour ago and
who by no means was allowed in the gardens unsupervised.

“Hermi, that’s enough!” Harry pulled at the beast. “Enough! He is dead! He is gone!
Enough!” he managed to drag the dire wolf away from the body at the same time Voldemort
could feel people come up behind him. Someone gasped, another swallowed audibly and he
thought it was Severus that swore.

The wolf snapped and growled at Harry with its fur standing on end and he hit it
unceremoniously on the bloody nose.

“You don’t know where he has been! We don’t eat humans, Hermi!” Harry didn’t let go of
the wolf’s scruff for a moment and only held the gaze of those pitch-black eyes calmly.
“Greyback is gone, Hermi, he is dead now. You can’t kill him any deader.”

The wolf morphed into what Voldemort recognised as a very distressed witch. Her face was
covered in blood and both her eyes were completely black, even as a human. Tears ran down
her face.

“He said …! He said …!” She growled. “And he touched me! He touched me!” She screamed
and went blindly for the body again, hands outstretched, fingers bent like claws, but Harry
hauled her back and continued to drag her away and towards the lake.

“Go for a swim, calm down and wash up,” Harry said and put a hand against a bloody cheek.
“Greyback is dead, Hermi, he is completely and utterly dead. You killed him. He can’t harm



any of us anymore.”

She nodded slowly and Voldemort thought he saw a hint of reason seep back into her black
eyes.

“I killed him. Damn it, I killed him, the treaty, my pardon …!”

“We will talk about that later, Hermi. Go for a swim now.” Harry actually pushed her into the
lake and Granger vanished some of her clothes before she dived in and almost instantly
disappeared down into the black deep of the lake. Voldemort saw the sunlight gleam off a
silver fin before he lost sight of her completely.

Slowly Harry turned towards Voldemort and the people around him, none of them had so far
moved. He waded into land and the beach again, dried off with a wandless, wordless spell
and stopped by Greyback’s savaged body to just look at Voldemort.

Harry very obviously stood between Voldemort and his entourage, and his friend in the lake,
even if his posture was almost relaxed and his expression mild. If Voldemort or anyone else
did or said anything untoward against Granger, there was no doubt whose side Harry would
be on in that fight. There never had been any doubt about that, and there never would be.

And Voldemort was almost certain that if Harry and Granger let their tempers completely slip
the leash, there was little even he could do to control the outcome. Harry and he were very
close to equals in magical strength. While his own knowledge of magic and spells still was
greater and that would count in a fight, that counted for little when Granger’s magical
strength was added. If they wanted, they could hammer at him until he broke. There was no
question about that.

Voldemort was also absolutely certain that their temper would slip the leash if anyone tried to
punish Granger for something that seemed to have happened in a moment of shock and
maybe even insanity. It was hard to believe that she would have tried to eat the werewolf,
otherwise.

“I’m so sorry, Harry,” Astoria was the first to speak and Harry stiffened and green eyes
focused on the witch. “Granger was supposed to be safe here and Greyback had absolutely no
business being out here at all. If anything, it’s my fault this was allowed to happen. I have the
ultimate control of the wards and I knew that Greyback were a devious bastard. I should have
made certain that he left when he was supposed to. By Morgana, there were children playing
in the garden! He could have gone after them! It could have been so much worse than this!
Not that this isn’t bad. Granger should never have had to defend herself like that, not here,
not when she was supposed to be safe. I should have made certain that he left!” Astoria
almost wailed.

Voldemort silently applauded her tactic and her way of defusing the situation. She had in
short order made it clear that she not only took the blame for Greyback’s death, but also made
it clear that Granger would in no way be blamed and that they ultimately were fortunate that
Greyback had gone after a grown witch and not defenceless children. Voldemort could
practically see Harry relax more the longer Astoria spoke.



Green eyes shifted to Voldemort. “I never liked him, from the first time I ever heard about
him. I have hated him down to my very core for years. I spent plenty of time during the war
trying to put him down like the rabid animal that he was. If not for the fact that Hermi and I
both are shapeshifters and that the werewolf magic won’t take because of that, we would both
have become werewolves long ago, because of him.” Harry looked down and spat on the
bloody corpse. “It didn’t stop him trying, though. Only the fact that we are shapeshifters and
that shapeshifter magic refused to blend with werewolf magic in any way, stops us from
being absolutely covered in bite marks. Our shapeshifting abilities don’t heal any other kind
of wounds, but those they always healed. The shapeshifting magic is quite jealous of us.”

Astoria made a small sound and Voldemort agreed. To be bitten by a werewolf was extremely
painful by all accounts. Healing werewolf bites, if they could be healed at all, was equally
painful. No wonder Harry had gone hunting Greyback.

Harry looked Voldemort in the eyes and opened the mind door. Voldemort opened his own
mind door and could feel how serious Harry meant his next words. How much Harry wanted
Voldemort to believe him, and not try to punish Granger for killing Greyback. Voldemort let
Harry feel that he was not angry or upset and that he in no way held more animosity towards
Harry’s friend, his family, than he had done before this.

“We are trying to keep our tempers in check,” Harry said, radiating sincerity. “Trying to let
memories and rage fade. Trying to be civil towards people that we fought for so long, people
that hurt and killed people that we loved. Or at the very least, we try to keep far away from
them. We are trying with everything that we have. But the war is still not a year gone, and it’s
living, all painful and bloody, in both of us. As it does in so many others. Greyback was one
of the worst, and I’m not truly surprised that Hermi reacted like she did, nor in the way that
she did. But I do know that she never would have gone after Greyback to kill him, without
provocation. Not after the peace treaty and her pardon. He surprised her in a place she almost
felt safe,” Harry looked at Astoria and gave a half apologetic smile. “He got too close to her,
touched her … Yeah, I’m not surprised she went for his throat. I … I would most likely have
done the same.”

“I have a few like that too,” Astoria whispered. “People that I stay away from and never are
alone with, for my own peace of mind and so I don’t kill them in a fit of rage.”

Harry nodded. “Then you understand that I’m taking Hermi to a place where she can rage for
a bit. Maybe run it off. And that none of you should try to follow.” Harry looked at
Voldemort again. “I will be back for dinner, but most likely keep with Hermi for the next few
days. We won’t be anywhere near people, and we most likely won’t be human much of the
time. And I pity anyone who should find us while Hermi still is in a rage.”

In other words, Voldemort concluded silently for himself, do not try to stop us, do not try to
find us, and I will be back to check in and calm the soul shard.

There was an almost amused feeling coming from Harry and Voldemort realised that he had
thought that loud enough for Harry to hear through their link. Harry mentally shrugged in
answer.



*Do remember to keep the link open enough so that the soul shard does not give you any
trouble, Harry,* Voldemort sent over the mind bridge. They had done a bit of experimenting
with the mental link and Harry’s shapeshifting. While Voldemort didn’t like the consequences
of a too open link when Harry was in another shape than his human one, there was no trouble
if the link was open just enough to get a feel of Harry. Just as they did to make sure that the
soul shard didn’t make any problems for Harry. *And let Dobby know where you are so he
can get me if the shard should act up anyway. Please.*

*I can do that,* Harry answered surprisingly amiably, given the fact that Voldemort more or
less demanded a method of communication when Harry specifically had told them he wanted
to be left alone for a while. *We might move around a bit, depending on what Hermi wants to
do. I will get her to agree to keep to the ground as much as I can, instead of the air or the
water. And I will call Dobby and tell him to keep an eye on me and get you if there is trouble
with the soul shard.*

*I appreciate it,* Voldemort said and found himself surprisingly at ease with the plan. He had
not suspected he would be. The thought of Harry alone and unprotected usually made him
close to incensed. Why was he almost pleased by this, then?

Granger suddenly reappeared out of the water, water rolling off her in great rivulets while she
splashed into shore. Harry lifted his wand and the tent further down the beach packed itself
up, shrank and flew into his hand. Then he stretched out the empty hand towards Granger,
she took it and met his eyes. A moment later two great eagles lifted from the ground and
winged up in the air. Voldemort could feel it when Harry Apparated away from the Manor
completely.

A moment later he felt Harry again, far, far away. Quite possibly on the other side of the
Earth. And it did not bother him overly much. The whole situation should never have
happened, but Harry on the other side of the Earth, alone with Granger … He frowned in
thought before he wiped the feeling off his face and turned towards Astoria.

 “Very well done, Astoria.”

She gave a short bow and then slowly let the air out of her lungs. “That could have gone …
so much worse, my Lord.”

“It could, yes, but you prevented that.”

“Then I am safe to assume that Greyback’s death won’t have any consequences for
Granger?”

“None whatsoever, for either of you. He should have left, and he knew that. He should not
have contacted any other people on the grounds, and he knew that. He should never have
tried to accost anyone here, and he knew that. He paid the price. But I believe it would be
wise to make certain that any … wildcards do indeed leave when they are supposed to, in the
future.”

“Yes, my Lord, of course. I will see to it.” She bowed a bit deeper this time. She was very
good at balancing between being a housemate that he lived comfortably with and his second



in command that should show proper deference.

Voldemort looked at Severus and Blaise Zabini. The first looked his usual stoic, almost stony
self, if slightly wide-eyed. The other looked positively grey. Blaise seemed unable to look
away from the mangled and somewhat eaten corpse on the ground. It was not a pretty sight,
Voldemort knew, but truly, after a long war Blaise should be more used to mangled corpses.
Even if he mostly had kept to the shadows with diplomatic missions and spying.

“You may leave. Our meeting will begin in half an hour, to give people a chance to calm
themselves down and clean up.” Voldemort made a gesture to shoo them away. Both bowed
deeply and went. Blaise looked back once, still grey in the face and probably nauseous too,
going from the twist of his mouth.

Voldemort turned towards the corpse. He pondered for a moment while he studied the way
that Greyback’s throat literally was torn out and the way his belly was ripped open. It also
looked like the dire wolf had gone after his heart, as the chest cavity was partly pulled open
by great teeth.

“Granger truly hated the man,” he mused.

“Down to her core, is my best guess, my Lord,” Astoria murmured. “Just like Harry.” She
shuddered. “To be bitten by a werewolf and then healed, again and again … He deserved
worse than he got, but it was necessary to wipe everyone’s slate equally clean, or this attempt
at peace would never have worked at all. There have already been some fatalities like this,
Lupin for one, and there will probably be more in time. People that simply can’t survive in
peace time after what happened in the war. But to not give everyone an equal chance to begin
with … that would have been impossible.”

“Yes, there were good reasons to do it in the manner that we did.”

“I must admit to hoping that this will be the worst of it. Greyback and Lupin. I hope no one
worse comes next to disturb the peace. I am dismayed that both were werewolves, though.
We need the werewolves as a whole to be seen as productive members of society, unless we
want to risk rekindling the intolerance from before the war.”

“Talk to Lucius about it, and Kevin Whitby from the Department for Magical Beings and
Creatures. Put some werewolves in good, prominent positions as soon as any opens up. Or
make up some suitable positions, if necessary. Tell the press that Greyback was put down
after attacking a guest at your home. No need to mention Granger at all.”

“Of course, my Lord. I will happily take that direction. Granger doesn’t deserve to be put in
the spotlight because of this. It is true that I should have made sure Greyback left, after all.
And it’s equally true that he could have attacked any of the children, should he have wanted
to.” She shuddered again.

Voldemort put Greyback’s carcass in an opaque magic bubble and ordered a house elf to take
it to the DMLE autopsy room. He would talk to Head Bones about it himself.

He began the walk back to the Manor.



“My Lord, did you notice that Harry didn’t ask if it was alright that he left with Granger?
That he didn’t even hesitate before telling us he was leaving with her?”

Voldemort stopped walking when he felt a strange kind of excitement run through him. For
one moment he suspected that it was a feeling from Harry, but the door between them was
too closed for Voldemort to feel that much from him. No, it was his own excitement. He was
… satisfied … that Harry had not asked to leave, nor wavered before telling him that he
would leave. Harry had promised to come back to calm the soul shard and promised that he
would make it easy for Voldemort to find him if the soul shard should cause any trouble, but
he had not asked.

So, this was the reason I was pleased by his words, even if I did not realise it myself at first,
Voldemort pondered.

“He has never done that before,” Astoria almost whispered. “Never just told us about his
plans and left.”

That was true. Harry was always careful about asking Voldemort before he made plans to
leave the Manor, unless the plan was initiated by Astoria, or Harry and Voldemort were
leaving together. Harry always asked. In the beginning he had asked very cautiously, and it
had been obvious that he expected to be refused. That had gradually changed when he
became more assured of his place, and maybe also more assured about Voldemort’s regard for
him, but it had never completely stopped.

Voldemort looked down at Astoria and she beamed up at him.

“My Lord, I believe he might finally see this more as his home and less as his prison. A home
where he might come and go as he pleases.”

“Indeed, I believe you have the right of it,” Voldemort said and stretched his mind to just
brush against Harry’s. He got a definite suggestion of speed, a joyous feeling of freedom and
an enormous open space and of mighty hooves thundering against the ground, before he
retreated.

Chapter End Notes

I am sorry that I posted this late, and I am also sorry that it probably will happen again
and that the time between each new chapter might vary greatly for some time.
While this is my first fanfiction ever, I have been writing stories for over twenty years,
and while some stories have turned into long series, I have never before written on one
story, one narrative, for this long in one go without any other projects in between. My
muse is getting tired and uninspired, even if I still very much want to write this. I have
so many more scenes and storylines I want to write, and a sequel too, but my muse is
tempting me with a lot of different stories that I also want to write. So, I am going to try
to write something else for a while, to air out my head and try to get my muse interested



again. Hopefully that will work out and I will continue to write and post chapters on this
story now and again.

For all of you wonderful people that have been following me and reading this story, I am
truly sorry to disappoint. I hope that some change of air and pace will get my muse
interested in The Grey World again soon.

Thank you so much for reading and for the comments, the subscriptions, the bookmarks
and the kudos!

Hope you liked it! Please review!



Core Expansions

Chapter Notes

Thank you all for your comments and kind words! I will not post regularly, but update
when I can. I have also great fun writing something completely different, which makes it
easier to write on this story sometimes too.

Sometimes people have wondered what happened to Ron. This chapter will shed some
light on that. It isn't good, I'm sorry to say. Just a warning for those that might hope for
some kind of reconcilliation at a later point.

See the end of the chapter for more notes

“Hello? Lord Potter-Black? Heir Longbottom?”

Harry heard the soft tones of Narcissa Malfoy as she slowly stepped into the conservatory he
had built in the wing he shared with Voldemort. He smiled at Zinnia who stood with her
hands in the earth around a small moon flower that Hermione had brought with her from
Japan as a part of Zinnia’s birthday gift from them. He had taught her how to give the flower
a bit of her magic to make it glow in the darkness. With magic imbued in the petals, the
flower was a very special and rare potion ingredient in a way it wasn’t without that magic.

“Grandmother!” Zinnia grinned, removed her hands carefully from the earth around the
flower and waited for Harry to clean her hands with magic before running towards Narcissa
at full tilt. “Grandmother!”

“There is my little Moon Flower!” Narcissa enthused and Harry turned around in time to see
Zinnia jump into Narcissa’s arms and give her a strangling hug. The normally so very
composed, almost cold, woman smiled radiantly and hugged the child back. “Are you ready
for our tea, my dear?”

“Yes, Grandmother!” Zinnia said happily and let Narcissa place her on the ground again. “I
just need to brush my hair and wash my hands and face first.”

Harry cleaned his own hands, and the knees of his pants, and ambled slowly closer to the
two. Narcissa had taken to Zinnia as much as anyone could have hoped and it had been
obvious that as much as Astoria and Draco wished for a child, Narcissa had longed for a
grandchild to adore and dote upon, which she did.

“Then we will do that, and then find the parlour the elves have set up for our little tea party.”

Harry stopped by them and gave a half bow when Narcissa gave a small curtsy. “Lady
Malfoy, as the Grandmother of my goddaughter I believe you should be able to call me by
my first name.”



Narcissa hesitated for a moment. Harry didn’t know if it was because she didn’t want to be so
informal with him at all, or if it was the fact that she didn’t wish to seem too familiar with the
Dark Lord’s consort, who also held two Lordships in his own right. No matter how you
looked at it, Harry outranked Narcissa by a lot. It was still a strange thought for him. The boy
who grew up in a cupboard and lived ten years of life in nothing but castoffs and scarps. That
boy outranked Lady Narcissa Malfoy by a mile, or three.

“What about Hadrian, then, Lady Malfoy? I will probably always be more Harry than
Hadrian, but Astoria mentioned that I could use Hadrian as a more formal first name. Would
that suit?”

While he had given his names and titles quite a bit of thought, the names and titles he hadn’t
known anything about, he hadn’t come to any conclusions. But Astoria had mentioned that it
wasn’t uncommon to have grades of familiarity among the people around you. Harry could
continue to be Harry to his friends and those closest to him and be Hadrian to new
acquaintances that he felt he knew well enough to beg off the titles and last names. He didn’t
think he would ever ask Hermi or Voldemort to call him Hadrian, not permanently, at least.

“Yes, that would suit very well, Hadrian. Thank you. Please do call me Narcissa.”

“A pleasure, Narcissa. Now, are you two lovely ladies going for tea together?”

“Yes, and then Grandmother is going to teach me etiquette until dinner.” Zinnia said proudly.
“If I pay attention and do well, she will teach me a spell of my choosing!” She grinned.

“I do have a book of suitable spells she will have to choose from,” Narcissa told Harry with a
small smirk. That was something that had changed during the war, and something that
Voldemort let continue after the war. Children learned magic from an early age now, and not
only theory. Some pureblood Houses had always taught their children some magic even
before Hogwarts, but now it was the norm and not the exemption. They had to be careful
with the children’s undeveloped magical cores, but everyone was capable of learning at least
some spells.

Harry nodded, smiled and then leaned down to get a hug from Zinnia before they left. He was
about to follow them out of the conservatory when pain shot out from his chest and through
his body and he gasped aloud. The pain continued to radiate out from his chest and move
down his spine and pound in his head.

“Harry? Harry!” A small scream from someone he loved, adored and would walk through
fire to protect made him look up and right at Zinnia. They were at a height now. He had fallen
to his knees. Narcissa was holding the girl back and the child was fighting her with all her
might, trying to get to Harry. 

Harry held up a shaking hand while it felt like someone was trying to rip his heart out of his
chest. His vision was swimming.

“I will be alright, Zizi. Just … just a bad … bad day.” He rasped out the lie, because she
needed to believe it. Needed to believe he was safe and would be fine. “Nothing new. Go …
go with your Grandmother now. Love you.”



He blacked out and woke up on the grass of the conservatory. Voldemort sat beside him
waving his wand in the air above him. Harry was screaming, screaming, screaming, burning,
gasping, drowning. It felt like his innards were being crushed, then expanded, like they would
push themselves out of his skin. His heart was beating so hard, so fast. There was a tangy,
salty taste in his mouth.

“No curse that I can discover,” Voldemort muttered. “No attack as far as I can understand.”

Astoria’s voice in the air, casting diagnostic charms.

Harry gasped. “Monster!”

“I am here with you, Harry. I will not leave you alone.” Voldemort touched his hand and
Harry gripped it hard, even if his hand spasmed around Voldemort’s. “It is not the soul shard,
Harry, contact with me did not help at all.”

A scream escaped him as his spine bowed up from the ground and his arms flailed.
Voldemort held one of them down and stroked a cool hand down his face.

“I have no idea what is doing this!” Astoria wailed. “There is no indication that anything is
wrong with his body, whatsoever!”

Harry gasped for air and felt his mouth fill with blood, he had bitten his tongue nearly in two.
He could feel the loose piece in his mouth, warm pain radiating out, before Astoria swore and
cast a powerful healing spell that washed over him.

“That’s the second time you do that!” Astoria snapped and pushed something against his lips.
“So you don’t do it again, Harry, and choke on your own tongue.”

A piece of soft but sturdy leather was pushed between his teeth and he grunted before pain
punched him out again and everything went black.

The next time he came to, he was in his own bed with Voldemort in a chair next to it and
Astoria by a table on the other side of the room.

“Merlin!” Harry groaned and felt more than saw Voldemort stand up next to the bed. “What
the fuck happened?! And Zi, is she alright?”

“Zinnia is quite alright, Harry,” Astoria said and came closer to the bed. “She has spent the
last two days with Miss Lovegood and her family and is happy enough, though a little
worried about you.”

“What …?” He forced his eyes to stay open, horror building in his chest. “Two … days?”

“You have been out of it for about three whole days now, Harry,” Voldemort said softly. “I am
not at all surprised that you do not remember, even if you at times seemed cognisant. You
have been in a lot of pain and your body has been under an enormous amount of strain, even
if we still do not understand why or how.”



Harry let a hand glide down his chest. There was no pain now, only soreness. He swallowed
hard and felt the ache in his throat. The room spun when he tried to sit up and Voldemort
slowly lowered him down on the pillows again. Tears ran down his cheeks while realisation
slowly dawned on him. The pain wasn’t new to him. He had felt it before. Long ago now, and
only on that one occasion. Only for that reason.

“When … when did you burn down the Burrow?” he asked hoarsely and closed his eyes
because he had never wanted to know more about that incident. It had happened, he had not
been there. He had not been able to do anything, help anyone, it was done. And he absolutely
did not want to think about it, talk about it, when he felt this weak, this vulnerable.

“What … Harry?” Astoria whispered.

“Please, tell me. Find out, and tell me.” Tears streamed down his face now and he probably
wouldn’t have been able to see clearly even if his eyes had been open. He could hear running
footsteps leaving the room.

“Harry,” Voldemort said in the silky voice that felt more like comfort than threat, and more
reassuring than arousing. Harry didn’t know when Voldemort’s voice had started taking on
such different cadences, with so many different meanings, but it didn’t matter.

Not now.

Probably not later, either.

He held out a hand and knew without a doubt that he soon would feel Voldemort’s long, cool
fingers around his own in a firm but careful grip.

That mattered.

Both now and later.

“That hurt. A lot.” His voice was still hoarse and tears ran down his face, but they were
silent. He didn’t sob, not now. Not anymore. Not even at the thought of the loss he had just
ripped open like a bleeding wound. Because he needed to know. He needed to know for
certain.

“If you are able to swallow it, there are both healing potions and pain potions for you.”

“Yes, please.”

Voldemort helped him drink four different potions and the last remnants of pain disappeared.
But if he was right, it would come back, again and again, it would come back. And there was
nothing they could do but let it run its course.

Neither of them said anything until Astoria came running into the room again, short of breath
with a parchment scroll in her hand. Her pale face was white, and her glamour had fallen off,
making her pale blue eyes even paler and the snakeskin pattern gleam on her face and hands.



“Harry, it is seven years and seven months since the Burrow was burned down,” Astoria
whispered hoarsely.

“Most likely seven days too, and maybe even seven minutes since … since he died.”

“I … I don’t follow,” Astoria whispered and put the scroll aside with a shaking hand.

“Dumbledore’s ritual that forced our cores to expand, to hold more magic, more power … It
took a year and a day after Dumbledore’s death before it took hold. Typical for a magical
ritual. It felt like this. This kind of pain. Exactly like this. We never … we never saw Ron
again. Not at any Order meeting, when we finally went to them. Not even on the battlefield.
We never mentioned him when we saw any of his family, and they didn’t offer us any
information either. But … but knowing how much it hurt to get our cores forced open … how
much we flailed around and hurt ourselves … and … and how close we came to breaking
from the pain …” He swallowed hard.

“Hermi made the theory that Ron either hurt himself too much, or … or broke from the pain
and the strain on his core. We know he didn’t die back then, when it happened. Hermi did …
Hermi did a spell to figure out that much. Figure out that he still existed. But we … we never
saw him again, and after … after the Burrow burned … The spell, Hermi’s spell … it didn’t
work anymore. Not on him.”

He tried to blink away the tears, but it didn’t work. Not all of the Weasley’s had died in that
fire. No, not all of them, but many. So many of his friends and family. A small sob shook
loose.

“Seven years, seven months and seven days later, Dumbledore’s ritual passes on its power
again,” he said forlornly.

“Because power never disappears, it only changes shape,” Voldemort said in a low voice.

“Yes. Last time the power was shared between three people. Now a third of that is shared
between the two of us. Hermi and me. Hermi … Hermi!” Harry shot up in the bed. “Dobby!”
Pain flared up his throat, clawing, burning, but he didn’t care. Not now. “Dobby!”

Dobby popped into the room and looked at Harry without speaking. He knew now when to
speak and when to just wait for Harry to do so.

“Hermi, get to her. If she is conscious, tell her that I want her here. If she is unconscious, get
her here and pack up all her things. Please. Go now!”

Dobby popped away without a word and the next moment Hermione was carefully lowered
down on Harry’s bed while she was twisting in the air, screaming.

“Harry, you are exhausted, let me help her, please.” Astoria put a hand on Harry’s shoulder
before Harry managed to say a word. “Let me help. Go and clean up, get something to eat.
Draco is soon done brewing a very strong pain potion that we believe might take some of the
pain away.”



“Good. She needs it. And I will most likely need it again in a few days.” Harry cast a
silencing spell on Hermione and grabbed her hand. “Hermi, can you hear me? You are at
Malfoy Manor, and you are safe. Do you hear me? You are not alone, and you are safe.
Astoria will help you as much as she can. Please let her. I will be back when I have any
energy to give you. I will be back, and I love you, Hermi.”

Hermione twisted on the bed and looked into his face while she was biting her jaws together
so hard her cheeks went white. She squeezed the hand she held hard enough to hurt.

He squeezed her hand back. “I love you.” Then he carefully made her let go of his hand and
the next moment Astoria pushed a scrap of leather between Hermione’s lips.

Harry didn’t quite know how he got to his feet, but he managed, and then he stood there
swaying until Voldemort came close and put an arm around him. Slowly they went into the
bathroom and Voldemort banished what clothes Harry still wore and helped him down into
the bathtub.

“I’m so tired,” Harry whispered and leaned against the lip of the tub while the tub filled with
clean, lavender scented water. “Exhausted.”

“I understand that only too well, my own.” Hands combed through his hair and Harry leaned
into the touch. Soft, careful. Those feelings still existed after days in pain.

Voldemort helped him wash up and dry off. He helped him into soft, loose clothing and down
on the sofa where a light meal waited for him.

“What about the soul shard these past days?” Harry asked after finishing the soup and fresh
dinner rolls.

“I do not know for certain why, but it did not seem to bother you through the other pain. I
could not see or hear any difference in you at that time of day, not when I was not close to
you and not when I was close to you. You were mostly unable to answer my questions and I
had to conclude that whatever happened somehow negated the reactions from the soul shard.”

“I don’t want to test that today, please. I’m so very tired.”

“Of course not, Harry.” Voldemort leaned closer and touched Harry’s shoulder. “Of course
not.”

“I’m so tired. I should go and speak to Hermi. Tell her that I’m here, that I haven’t left, that it
will stop this time too … It will stop, it will …”

“Harry, Astoria and Draco will help her now. They care for you, and more than enough for
her, to willingly do everything they can to help you both. Let them. And let me help you.
Take a mental break, and go to sleep. Let me help you.”

“I …” Harry looked into the ruby red eyes of his husband. “I … Yes, please. Yes.”

Voldemort shifted closer before he put an arm around Harry and drew him close to him, put a
hand on Harry’s face and made Harry look into his eyes. Harry felt Voldemort’s magic spin



out of him and into Harry and he returned the favour and met the red eyes that he now trusted
further than he had ever believed possible. Revelled in the soft touch of the chilly fingers
against his face. Enjoyed the firm feeling of Voldemort’s body against his own. The tickle of
Voldemort’ hair against his face when Harry put his head on Voldemort’s shoulder. The low
murmur of Voldemort’s voice. The cool breath against his skin.

Safe. Anchored and home.

Safe. Cherished and cared for.

Safe. Believed and appreciated.

Safe. Supported and powerful.

Safe.

Safe and asleep.

 

XXXXX

 

Eleven days later the pain left Hermione for the last time. The whole endeavour had been a
hassle and a fight. They had switched around all the time. One of them had always been in
pain, while the other had a chance to rest and recuperate. No one had found a way to stop it.
Because of Harry’s research after he found out about the Magical Legacy ritual that
Dumbledore had used, they knew that there was no way to stop it at all. Not without killing
one or both of them.

Even so, it had gone better than the first time around. Both of them agreed. While still
excruciatingly painful, it was less painful than the last time and it lasted shorter too. Last time
both of them had experienced about two weeks of pain each, when combining all of the
rounds together. This time it was only one week each. Still very painful and still a very long
time, but not as long.

In addition to that, this time it wasn’t just the two of them. Astoria and Voldemort healed
what they could when they broke something or otherwise damaged themselves, and between
the two of them they could heal a lot. Draco brewed a pain potion that actually was able to
take the worst of the pain for hours at a time and make it possible for them eat to some and to
sleep a bit, even if they still felt pain. And when they had a break from the pain, there was
someone there to help them. Someone to heal them, clean them up, help them eat and put
them to bed.

After the last time Astoria helped Hermione bathe and into the bed next to Harry, Hermione
snuggled up close to Harry and whispered:

“This was a hellish couple of weeks, but honestly Harry, if we had had this kind of help last
time, I might not still suffer from the nightmares.”



Harry hugged her closer to him and kissed her hair. “I know. Not being alone. Not being just
us … That’s not so bad really.”

“No, it really isn’t.”

“You have to stay here now, Hermi, at least for a few weeks. I … I can’t let you live alone
right now. I just can’t. And our magic reacted strangely after the last time. Maybe it will do
that again. It’s best if you aren’t alone while figuring it out.”

“That’s alright, Harry. They have a big library, you know. I will have enough to read for a few
weeks.”

Harry huffed out a laugh. “You are incorrigible, utterly incorrigible.”

“Mrs. Malfoy told us to sleep. So sleep, you berk.”

“I’m sleeping, I’m sleeping!”
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“Astoria, love, wake up. You are dreaming.” Someone shook her shoulder and she sat half
upright with a gasp. Her sister’s screams still ringing in her ears. The sight of her red, red
blood on the inside of her eyelids.

“It was only a dream, love, only a dream.” Draco hugged her shoulders and she let herself be
dragged down onto the mattress and curled up next to him, in his arms, before she felt the
sobs shake her body.

“It wasn’t,” she whispered, “it wasn’t only a dream.”

Draco hugged her harder. “I’m so sorry, my love. I’m so, so sorry!” He kissed her hair and
rocked her slowly in his arms while she cried herself to sleep again.

Daphne’s scream followed her the next day. While she got up and prepared herself for the
day. While she woke her beautiful daughter and got her dressed and ready for breakfast
before meeting her tutor. At the Ministry where she sat through two meetings before lunch.
Through all that she heard her sister screaming in the background. She went home for lunch,
to see and hug her daughter and kiss her husband behind closed doors. She needed that today,
when her sister wouldn’t stop screaming and she knew that no matter how often she washed
her hands, the blood wouldn’t come off.

Harry made one of his sweet coffee drinks and gave it to her with a commiserating look. She
didn’t have so many bad days, and her bad days were nothing against his, but he must have
recognised the signs anyway. Recognised it and realised that she could use the extra boost of
chocolate and caffeine. She thanked him softly and drank her coffee in silence. Harry had
been having lunch with them almost every day since Granger came to live at the Manor, after
those harrowing two weeks that Astoria never, ever, wanted to repeat. She suspected that it
was because Granger made it hard for him to get out of eating lunch with them. It could also
be that he slept better with her close, sometimes in the same bed, and thus was able to get up
and be a reasonable human being - or whatever kind of being Harry and Granger now were -
before midday.



After lunch Astoria went back to the Ministry. She had more meetings. One with Ministry
Leader Zabini. Astoria hadn’t heard Granger mention him after the incident where Granger
had ripped out Greyback’s throat, but she hadn’t heard that Harry wanted Zabini dead for
hurting his friend either, so she supposed she should let it be.

It was almost tea and Astoria was finally home at the Manor after a long and exhausting day,
looking forward to having tea with her family and housemates, strange as the situation was.
She still liked and appreciated it. She loved her family beyond words, beyond reason, but
having Harry and her Lord living with them was both exhilarating, fun and an almost
continuous learning experience. When Granger had been thrown into the mix it had become
even more so.

At first, she believed the shrill screams were the echo of Daphne’s screams. Screams that
finally had begun to die down somewhat. But the screams just became shriller and shriller,
louder and louder, and Astoria found herself running through the halls without thinking. She
knew those screams. She knew what they meant. She had heard them before. They were
almost exactly like the screams from her sister, before she died.

Icy chills went down her spine.

Daphne, her beloved older sister, had died of complications after rape. So many rapes.

They hadn’t cared about her screams or about the blood or about her younger sister that had
run away and hidden on order from her older sister. Her older sister that had always wanted
to protect her baby sister. Especially after their parents had been killed and it was only the
two of them left.

So, she had run and hidden and she had seen it all; heard it all.

Run and hidden; and four years later she had found the bastards and cut them to pieces and
let the crows feast on their eyes.

Rage and sorrow and hate was burning through her body when she rounded the corner and
saw Lucius hurry away from the library. Great, heaving sobs sounded from the open library
doors and Astoria stopped there. Stopped and looked at the two people on the floor. Dressed
and whole and alive. Granger’s black curls had fallen into her face, but Astoria could see how
pale she was, see her tear-streaked cheeks and her trembling lips. She could hear the small
sobs. She knew that nothing had happened right now. Nothing physical at least. It couldn’t
have. Not now. Not here.

But looking at Granger in Harry’s arms … The two of them clinging to each other as if they
were never, ever, going to let go. Harry’s knuckles white against Granger’s black shirt. His
shaking arms. Her heaving breath. His magic sparking out in the air around them. Her magic
chilling the room so it was uncomfortable to breathe …

Harry’s breath hitched.

Astoria turned around, down the hall, after Lucius.



Soon she was running again. Following him by the knowledge of his position from the wards,
then by the sound of his footsteps.

Nothing physical had happened right now. She knew that. It couldn’t have happened, not
right now. But she also knew that it had happened at some point. And she knew that it wasn’t
only Granger that had suffered under Lucius. That made her feel cold, so cold, in so many
ways.

But what made her rage soar was something else. Not at any point during the war had there
been a report that told of Harry’s capture, nor Granger’s. For Lucius to have hurt them, for
Lucius to have raped them, he must have captured them long enough to do so. And he had
never reported it.

She was sick with herself, with her own thoughts, with her own fury. She wanted to kneel on
the hard stone floor and empty her stomach completely. She shouldn’t even care about that
right now. Her friend had been hurt, had been raped, by her father-in-law. That was the only
thing that mattered. The only thing that should matter.

But Lucius had gone against the general order from the Dark Lord by capturing Harry and
never reporting it, and that thought made her furious. She would probably never forgive
herself for caring about that detail right now, but Lucius had gone against a set order. He had
gone against his Lord, to rape Enemy Number One. He had captured and raped Harry.

And he had used the months after the peace treaty had been signed to torment Harry with his
proximity and his words. Taunt Harry with the fact that not only had Lucius raped him and
gotten away with it, now he could also more or less spit Harry in the face both with the
knowledge of the hateful act and his own freedom. And Harry couldn’t do anything; Lucius
was covered by the official pardon that everyone enjoyed.

Astoria screamed when she realised that was what Lucius had done every time he had come
close to Harry. He had taunted Harry, ridiculed him, tried to make him feel small and weak
because they both knew what Lucius had done to him. What Lucius had been able to do,
despite all of Harry’s power and fighting prowess. And Harry hadn’t told her, hadn’t told
anyone, certainly not the Dark Lord, or Lucius would have been long dead. The Dark Lord
was far too possessive and protective to let Lucius live if he knew what he had done, had
done and now taunted Harry with.

Yes, the Dark Lord was both saner and calmer now than Astoria had ever thought possible.
Yes, he almost always followed the laws and rules of society. Almost always, but not always.
In this he would see the laws as something better broken. While punishing Lucius, killing
Lucius, without a trial would be against the law, it would in fact not be against the treaty that
the Dark Lord had signed. Because Lucius was still, and would always be, first and foremost
the Dark Lord’s servant. The Mark on his arm could never be removed. The Oaths he had
spoken could never be broken. Lucius Malfoy was the Dark Lord’s and could never be
anything else.

Pardon or no pardon, Lucius would die when the Dark Lord heard of this. There was no
doubt in Astoria’s mind.



“Crucio!” she roared when she had Lucius at the end of her wand.

Lucius’ legs folded beneath him, and she held the curse on him, held it and held it.

“You … you … cannot …” Lucius rasped when she finally let up and he was able to draw a
full breath and speak. His hands and feet were shaking. “I’m Lord Malfoy and I have done
nothing …”

“Crucio!”

She heard him scream and she couldn’t decide what made her hate him the most. She
couldn’t decide, and there should have been no question. There shouldn’t. She should hate
him the most because of what he had done to Granger and Harry, not for his silence when he
captured them. But she couldn’t decide. And he screamed. And Daphne screamed. And
Granger screamed. And somewhere far away Harry screamed too, and she put more power
behind the curse. More power into the pain.

It didn’t matter. It didn’t matter. He deserved pain and suffering. He deserved more than that,
he deserved …

“Astoria, that is enough, I think.” Her Lord’s sibilant voice sounded through Lucius’ screams,
and she ended the curse and bowed deep to her Lord. He towered tall and pale and gaunt
before her, regal even in this now unusual serpentine shape. “You may go. I will take care of
dear Lucius.” The sound ended on a long hiss.

The Dark Lord was furious. More furious than she had seen him in months. She didn’t
believe he was furious with her. Nevertheless, she made herself scarce.

Hot water was pounding down on her head and shoulders. Hard and cold bathroom tiles
under her bottom. The little light in the bathroom was flickering, dancing across the black
marble tiles. She hurt. Inside and out, but mostly inside.

A door opened and the slow, but sure steps of her husband crossed the floor before he knelt
down by her.

“Love, what can I do?” he whispered.

“I don’t want them dead!” she gasped. The water from her eyes blending invisibly with the
water from the shower. “Draco, I don’t want them dead!”

“No one has died recently, so I’m quite certain they aren’t dead, Astoria,” he whispered, the
words barely there through the sound of water.

“Harry is my friend. One of very few. I like him. I adore his humour and his strength. I
appreciate his will to protect and to learn and to teach. I cannot, I will not, want him dead!”

“No, no, of course not, my love. Of course not.”

“If Lucius had done what he was supposed to do, if he had followed orders when he captured
Harry and Granger, Harry would have been dead now,” she snarled. “He would have been



dead! My friend whom I treasure would have been dead. And I’m furious with Lucius for not
doing as he ought at that time, so utterly, devastatingly furious! And Harry would have been
dead if he had followed orders, and I don’t want that! I can’t want that! It’s the last thing I
want!” She howled, pulling desperately at her hair, feeling her heart breaking in her chest.
Strong, firm arms wrapped around her and dragged her close to a solid chest. Cradled her
against him, against his wet robes and petted her, held her, soothed her until the sobs stopped
and the tears ended.

Draco helped her to her shaking feet and dried her off, put her on a stool and gave her a
Calming Draught before he took a hurried shower and got into dry clothes himself. They had
a small meal by themselves, and Draco informed her that Zinnia was in her little suite with
Prim and Nagini, doing her homework behind some very strong silencing spells. She was
safe and happy and completely unaware of any details of what was happening. All Draco had
told their daughter was that both Harry, Granger and her mother had a very bad day but that
they soon would feel better and there was no danger to anyone.

“What is happening, do you know?” Astoria asked hoarsely. “With Lucius?”

Draco’s pale face paled even more. He swallowed hard. “The Dark Lord had a long
conversation with him.” He closed his eyes. “It would have been bad enough if it was only
Harry and Granger.” He choked. “Only. Not a word that I want to use in such a situation.” He
met her gaze again. “But it wasn’t just them. They were neither the first, nor the last. And he
didn’t stop after the truce, Astoria.” His voice broke and he looked away. “He hasn’t stopped.
He just switched targets to Mug … Nomagi.” A heavy sigh, like his heart was breaking inside
his chest. “And not only adults, either.” A tear flowed down his cheek, then another one.

It felt like her meal would find its way up her throat again.

“Mother looked like she wanted to kill him herself, when the Dark Lord told us,” he
whispered. “Like she would kill him with nothing but her bare hands. Children, Astoria, both
magical and non-magical children. As if Harry and Granger weren’t bad enough alone. I
can’t believe I at one point actually looked up to that bloody bastard!” He hissed.

“That changed before you went to Hogwarts, Draco,” she leaned towards him and covered
one of his hands with hers on the table between them, “you cannot blame yourself for what
you did or felt as a child.”

“I seriously can’t believe that he was stupid enough to taunt Harry like he did! I mean, his
words and actions towards Harry after Harry’s marriage to our Lord was bad enough when I
didn’t know what he had done to Harry, but now that I know …” He gave a small moan and
dragged a hand down his face. “No, what am I saying? Of course he is stupid enough and
arrogant enough to taut Harry like that! Of bloody course he is!”

She squeezed his hand. “What do you want to do, Draco?”

“Do?” he looked blankly at her.

“Lucius Malfoy, Lord Malfoy, will most likely not live out the week, if he will live to see the
dawn at all. We are already the Lord and Lady Greengrass even if we seldom use those titles



because the Malfoy name has, or will have, primacy. I am more than willing to remain only
Lady Greengrass and let the Malfoy name die with Lucius, if that is your wish. I did not
marry you for your name, your money, or your estates. You don’t have to decide right now,
but it would hurt Lucius to know that his atrocities have made you renounce him and thus
end the Malfoy name. It would hurt him to know that before he dies. But for my own part,
you may take however much time you need to think about it.”

Draco got up, helped her to her feet and sat her down on a sofa before he sat down next to
her. Amber gave them both a glass of wine and they sat in silence for a long while.

“If you can stomach it, I would … I would remain a Malfoy,” Draco finally said. “None who
is not a Malfoy, either by birth or marriage, may hold the wards of Malfoy Manor. And no
one can change that fact. If I renounce the Malfoy name, we have to move and … I love this
place, Astoria. I’m sorry. So sorry. I probably shouldn’t love it so much.”

“No, no no, don’t be, Draco love, don’t be sorry.” She leaned into him and kissed his cheek
before she took his hand again. “I know how you feel about the Manor, I have always known
that. Don’t be sorry. I only mentioned the possibility of forsaking it, but I’m quite fine to stay
a Malfoy. I promise you. You know I would have told you if I felt otherwise. We will remain
Malfoys, both of us. We will soon become Lord and Lady Malfoy and we will build up the
name and remove all the stains Lucius has given the name. I promise you, we will, given the
time.”

“You actually think we can?” he asked dejectedly.

Astoria put a hand on his cheek and carefully turned his head towards her while squeezing
the hand she held in hers.

“You are Draco Lucius Malfoy, my husband, I choose you as my partner in life. You can do
anything and everything you set your mind to.”

Draco swallowed. “Not Draco Lucius, not anymore. I don’t think I can stomach it. Maybe I
can find a better second name from the Black side of the family, but … absolutely no more
Lucius.”

“That’s alright, my dear, quite alright.” She kissed him softly.

Two hours later when the Dark Lord summoned Astoria to tell her that Lucius would in fact
not live to see the dawn, she asked Draco if he and Zinnia would like to spend the night on
the Greengrass estate. A lot had been done in the greenhouses there and maybe Zinnia would
like to learn more about growing food and potion plants. Less than fifteen minutes later both
Draco and Zinnia were gone from Malfoy Manor. Astoria thought it best. Her husband didn’t
need to be close when his father would be executed. And something told her that the
execution would be somewhat … unique.

Lady Narcissa Malfoy, soon to be Dowager Lady Malfoy, decided to remain at the Manor, to
Astoria’s shock. The other witch didn’t speak when they gathered in a parlour after a very
late dinner where few ate much, but still, she remained. Astoria remembered Draco’s words
about how Narcissa had looked like she wanted to kill Lucius herself. Maybe the Dark Lord



would let her, maybe that was why she had stayed. Even though she would have thought he
would give the kill to Harry and Granger. She didn’t know and she didn’t find the courage to
ask Narcissa herself.

They gathered outside on the lawn. Astoria, Narcissa and Severus. The Dark Lord, Harry and
Granger. And Lucius. Lucius who finally looked beaten down and scared with his hair a mess
and his hands shaking. Lucius who finally looked like he realised that actions have
consequences. But who still didn’t look like he much regretted his actions, just that he had
been caught. 

The Dark Lord opened his mouth to speak, but a big white owl swooped down from the black
sky. Harry raised an arm and the frankly gigantic owl perched carefully on it before it scooted
up to his shoulder. Harry petted the snow-white feathers while the owl glared balefully at
Lucius and clacked its sharp beak. 

“This is Luna Lovegood. We invited her to the hunt,” Harry said while petting the bird. “She
spent three years in the dungeons of Malfoy Manor and I believe she might see tonight’s hunt
as a kind of … closure. At least I hope so. She deserves that, and much more besides.”

Astoria had wondered why Harry had asked her to give Miss Lovegood permission to cross
the wards this night. She had thought that he perhaps had wanted another friend to rage,
grieve and drink with, but it seemed she had been wrong.

“Very well,” the Dark Lord said and looked at Lucius, red eyes burning like flames. “I do not
believe my orders to be hard to understand or follow, Lucius. Neither do I believe that the
laws of our society these past months were hard to understand, or follow. Still, you have
broken both my orders and our laws. Laws that you yourself helped make and implement.
There is no excuse for this. No excuse at all. As you gave me your Oath of Fealty long ago,
your conduct reflects on me and my rule, and so the punishment of your misconduct falls to
me. My husband and consort have asked for the right to execute this sentence and I
acquiesced. You will get a five minute advantage and then Harry, Granger and Miss
Lovegood will begin their hunt. You may not Apparate within the wards, but if you manage
to reach the ward line you will be forgiven, this time. If it ever happens again, I will skin you
alive and feed you to Nagini. Is that understood?”

Her Lord talked like he believed Lucius to escape. Like he expected it. Astoria knew
different.

“My Lord, may I speak to him?” she asked with a small bow.

“You may.” He waved her closer and Astoria stepped up to him and one step closer to Lucius
that her Lord stood.

“Draco wanted you to know that he will be looking into disowning himself from the Malfoy
name in the morning. If you don’t manage to survive and continue the Malfoy name yourself
by having new progeny, it will be gone from these shores before the end of the month. We
both wanted you to know that.” She smiled her coldest, most cruel smile and willed him to
believe her words with all her might. 



Lucius’ grey eyes widened and he stiffened, but he didn’t say anything. Good.

“Then it is time to run, Lucius, run like your life depends upon it,” the Dark Lord said silkily.
“Because it truly does.”

Lucius looked at the Dark Lord, then at Narcissa and Severus, neither of whom as much as
twitched, and then at Harry and Granger. Granger was still wild-eyed and fragile looking, but
she smiled with too many teeth and transformed into a big black panther with black eyes. She
snapped her jaws at him and Lucius turned and ran into the garden, towards the closest ward
line.

When he was well out of their line-of-sight Astoria said:

“My Lord, I have not opened the wards for him to leave. Would you like me to do so now?”

“Of course not, dear, do not be absurd,” he gave a rare snort and turned towards Harry and
Granger and the owl. “Our agreement was for you to kill him, but not to eat him.”

“Hermi wouldn’t have tried to eat Greyback if she had been herself. We try not to eat humans
if we can avoid it,” Harry said as if he was discussing his tea preferences and not
cannibalism. But then, was it truly cannibalism if they ate a human when they were in animal
forms? Were they even human now, or did their shapeshifting abilities also make them
something else than human?

She didn’t know.

The Dark Lord nodded. “Good.”

Narcissa stopped next to Astoria. “Did Draco truly decide to let the Malfoy name die out?”

“We did talk about it. He decided against it. Then he asked me to tell Lucius that he wanted
to disown himself and let the name die, as his own kind of punishment. Lucius cares for little
else than his name and standing.”

Narcissa nodded. “Yes. I do wonder when he stopped being the man I married. Or if he ever
really was that man,” her voice was low, almost plaintive.

Astoria kept her mouth firmly shut. She mostly liked Narcissa, respected her even, but she
had long believed the other witch to have a huge blind-spot where her husband was
concerned. To the detriment of other people, including Draco. If Narcissa, as one of the
infamous Black sisters, had been willing to take a long, hard look at her husband, Lucius
would not have gotten away with much, if anything. Astoria was certain of that. But she
wouldn’t bring that up tonight of all nights, not the night Narcissa would become a widow,
however much her husband deserved his fate.

“Time to hunt, Harry,” the Dark Lord said, and the white owl winged up into the sky and a
moment later two big, black cats followed it into the night at a pace that ate the distance
between them and their prey.



It was not ten minutes later that they heard some screaming before it went silent again. Those
minutes with mind-numbing fear would have to be enough of a punishment for Lucius,
unless Astoria decided to help Granger find that necromancer she so often mentioned she
wanted to hire.

The big, black cats appeared out of the black garden on silent paws and one of them went
straight up to the Dark Lord and butted his head into the Dark Lord’s legs. None of them had
a lot of blood in their dark fur, but the cat she assumed was Granger began to clean herself,
nevertheless. The Dark Lord scratched his husband behind his ears and got a rumbling
purring as an answer.

“Would anyone want a drink before we retire?” the Dark Lord asked. Harry began to walk
inside at once with Granger right behind him. Both had their tails high in the air. Astoria
looked up and around, but she didn’t see the big owl that supposedly was Lovegood.

Severus made a sound. “I will join you after I have seen to the body, my Lord.”

The Dark Lord looked at him, but Astoria stepped up to Severus. “You liked him somewhat
at some point or another, did you not?”

“At some point I might have respected him, yes,” Severus said stiffly. “Though, that is hard
to remember right at this moment.”

“I have despised him since before I was ever introduced to him as Draco’s future wife. I will
dispose of the body. I could not care any less.” She looked at Narcissa, but the other witch
didn’t look like she wanted to object at all. She looked pale and wan, though still composed.

The Dark Lord made a gesture to send her on her way, so Astoria went. If she felt anything
when she saw the shredded body of the former Lord Malfoy, it was a silent glee over his
shameful and bloody end. She hoped it was painful. She hoped he was aware every moment
it lasted.

And she rejoiced in the knowledge that he never again would hurt her family or her friends.

Chapter End Notes

What did you think about it? A bit different when it was Astoria who had a bad day, I
feel. And then it was made worse, too.

Thank you so much for reading and for the comments, the subscriptions, the bookmarks
and the kudos!
I love to read what you think about the story and the characters! It makes writing this
story even more fun! Each and every comment makes me smile!

Hope you liked it! Please review!





Once a Black, Always a Black
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If the topic of contention hadn’t been so serious, Harry might have found it funny. Not even a
year ago at least half of the people around this table had been certain they would stamp out
the Muggle menace as soon as they were done with the Light faction. Now they were
discussing, with grave faces and words bordering on fear, how to avoid being found by the
Nomagi. How to avoid being exterminated by them if, when, they were found.  

“There is no doubt that our very own world would be best,” said Penelope Clearwater, the
leader of the team of researchers that Voldemort had put together for this problem. She had
been another surprise for Harry when they first met. He had had no idea that she had survived
the war, nor that she had come back to Britain as soon as the truce was signed. Just as Susan
had. And just as Susan, Clearwater was on a mission to help the British magical community
to rebuild, survive and thrive.

“The problem is how to go about it,” she continued, “or if it even can be done. Some of us
are looking into moving to another existing planet after making it habitable. Others are
looking for already existing side-dimensions or worlds. And some are looking into making
our own dimension. The rest are working on if it is possible to make our own country here on
Earth. Right at this moment, after working on this for six months, we are not at all closer to
any solution in regard to our own dimension or world, or even an idea for a solution. Making
our own country is much more likely. It is this group’s recommendation that if we still cannot
find a solution for our own world within the next five years, we should begin to seriously
consider our own country here on Earth and properly ward it and move there within the next
forty years or so.”

“You truly think that the Muggles will be able to find us so soon?” Alecto Carrow asked.

They are dead, the thought went through Harry’s head as it so often had done the last three
days. The thought came and went, as sure as his own heart beat. They are really dead. Really
and truly dead. They are gone. Both gone. They are dead.

“I believe we will be lucky if they don’t find us before that, if we keep living around them,”
Clearwater answered. “They already have cameras almost everywhere, sooner rather than
later a magical will do something on camera that will be impossible to vanish. And if not
that, then their technology will develop to be able to see or find magic, and probably
counteract magic too. If they ever manage to disturb the ley lines …”

“Correct me if I’m wrong, please,” Astoria said in a low voice, “but the ley lines influence
more than just our magic, do they not? If the Nomagi disrupt the ley lines … would that not
seriously disturb the natural world, as in the oceans, forests, lakes, mountains and
volcanoes?”



“Oh, yes, without a doubt. But the Nomagi are as capable of self-destruction as we are. If
they feel the need to get rid of us, then they will gladly get rid of themselves at the same time,
by destroying their own planet if necessary. That is why it is so very important that we
remove ourselves from the Nomagi world as completely and as permanently as possible.”

There was silence around the table.

“Do you need anything for your research, Miss Clearwater? More people, space, or funds?”
Voldemort asked quietly.

“Yes, sir. It would be good with someone who is Nomagi educated about space, the
possibility of other dimensions and living on other planets. I am the one who knows the most
about this in our group, and I fear I don’t know nearly enough about this.”

“Lord Slytherin, I believe I actually might know someone,” Susan said. “He is the husband of
a friend of mine from Canada. He is a Nomagi married to a wizard and highly educated in at
least some of what Clearwater asks for. He has known of the magical world for two decades
and is fully capable of not spreading it around. I might be able to get them both over here for
a time, with enough reassurance for their safety and some incentive.”

They are dead. They are dead. Like the beat of a sudden drum. There and gone again. They
are dead. He still hadn’t talked about it to anyone. Not even Hermione. He didn’t want to, he
never wanted to. Ever. It was over, more over now than ever before. They are dead.

“Please see to it, Head Bones,” Voldemort said. “Both of them will be safe as long as they do
not present any danger to any of my people. As for incentive, talk with Astoria about it.
Clearwater believes we need the help; make sure we get it,” he told Astoria, who nodded and
wrote it down on the parchment in front of her. 

As soon as the meeting broke up, Harry told Voldemort that Hermione and he would use
some hours to jump around and gather books on the subjects that had been discussed. Both of
them had ideas on bookstores and individuals that might have more information on other
dimensions or worlds, or on how they could create their own landmass to build a country on.

Voldemort nodded, not even reminding him to be at the Manor before dinner, nor asking him
to keep himself safe. Both of these notions went without saying now, even if this was only the
fourth time Harry had decided that he would leave for some hours, instead of asking if it was
alright that he left. The difference wasn’t actually that big, because Voldemort had only
declined once or twice in all their time together, and then the reasons had been very good.
But still, Harry felt freer and more like his own person than he had done in months … maybe
even years. Hell, maybe his whole life. When had he ever been free to do what he wanted,
when he wanted it, truly? He had gone from an abused child in a cupboard to an unwilling
hero sacrificed on the altar of the Greater Good and right into a long and bloody war. It was
quite possible that this really was the most freedom he had ever had.

Married to Voldemort and both freer and safer than he had been in his life. And wasn’t that
strange. When he had married Voldemort in the hope that Voldemort would keep to the truce
even after he had killed Harry, he had genuinely thought it was the last thing he could do for
the few people he still had left. The people he loved and that deserved whatever chance at



peace and hope he could give them, even if he bought that chance with his life. And not even
a year later, Harry himself was experiencing safety and freedom unlike anything he had ever
had. He was still messed up, still extremely traumatised after the life he had led, and he still
had nightmares several times a week, but he was safe, truly safe, and he was free. He was
married to Voldemort, and he was safe and he was free.

Harry opened the mind door so as to keep in some contact with Voldemort and thus hopefully
stop the soul shard from acting up. He still feared that, very much, even if he willingly left
Voldemort’s presence now.

Hermione and he went from city to city and store to store, both magical and Nomagi.
Hermione said she could make the rounds to the individual book dealers and collectors that
they thought could have anything relevant later. When they in the end went back to the
Manor they had been in eight different countries and more shops than Harry had cared to
count. Hermione would have to take both the individuals and the other continents on her
own, or they would have to plan better so Harry didn’t risk upsetting the soul shard. Or they
could invite Voldemort to join them. The man was just as much of a bibliophile as Hermione
was, after all. It wasn’t very likely that he would say no to the invitation, if he had the time.

The two of them cleaned up a bit, ate a small meal, and began to work through the books to
find anything that could help Clearwater and her group with their mission.

It was closing in on dinner when someone knocked on the door to the room they now called
their sheared study, and Hermione told them to enter.

“Excuse me, Granger, I was hoping to find Hadrian here?”

Harry heard Narcissa’s voice from where he lay reading. He hadn’t seen her since the night
they had killed her husband. It was easy to understand why. Even if Astoria had told him that
Narcissa hated her husband for what he had done, Harry had still killed her husband with
great relish and no regret whatsoever.

They are dead. They are dead.

When he had married Voldemort for truce and then watched people he hated to his very
bones get pardons for atrocities so bad that he was unable to even talk about it, he had never
even hoped to see them pay for their sins in any way. And now two of the worst monsters
were dead in less than a month. Without any consequences for either Hermione or himself.

He was no fool, he knew that at least Greyback’s murder could have had serious
consequences for Hermione. When he had mentioned it to Voldemort, that Hermione hadn’t
even been questioned by the Aurors, Voldemort had looked at him for a long moment and
said:

“The fact that Grayback was pardoned does not indicate that I forgot for even a moment how
I used him to spread terror during the war, and how very much he enjoyed his freedom to
torture and maim. It does not indicate that I do not understand how very dangerous it was to
let that beast continue to walk free. I never believed that he would survive long in our new
and more peaceful world, Harry, but I could not put him down without cause. The fact that he



was put down without causing any permanent harm, at least so far that I am aware, is a boon
I did not believe I would receive. So, while it was unfortunate that Granger had to put him
down in such a situation, at a time and place she believed herself to be safe, I am not at all
surprised that it was necessary.”

Harry had hesitated for a long moment. “He had barely touched her, when she retaliated. In a
court of law that would be seen as extreme and unnecessary force, and …”

Voldemort had leaned closer, over the small lunch table they had shared that day, and he had
met Harry’s eyes head on. Not threatening, not at all, just very serious.

“Harry, despite the fact that I have ceased the violence, and despite my less obvious tyranny, I
still am an absolute ruler. If Greyback was enough of an idiot to get close to and probably
threaten someone he already had brutalised, then he was not fit to live. That is my verdict. No
courts necessary. Granger did me a favour. She will not be punished for it. Not now and not
later.”

Harry had blinked. Had he actually forgotten that they lived in an autocracy and that
everyone in the end only answered to one person? And that that person was his husband?

“I … That’s … Alright. Alright. Thanks.” He had nodded. “I didn’t mean to sound like … I
mean … Thanks. Just, thanks.”

“No thanks required, my own.” Voldemort had leaned back and smiled quite satisfied at him.
Not like he had won something, nor like he was gloating, just … silently pleased.

No, Harry could never have hoped to see the two monsters put down like the beasts that they
had been. He could never have even dreamed of something like that.

And yet, it had happened.

Harry raised his head off the sofa where he lay reading, then got up and walked around the
sofa towards Narcissa that still stood by the door.

“Hello, Dowager Lady Malfoy. Is there anything I can help you with?”

She blinked and stiffened. “Lord Potter-Black.” She curtsied and he realised what he had
done. He had used her title because he assumed she wanted whatever distance she could get
from him, but she had called him Hadrian when she asked for him.

“My apologies, I did not mean to negate the familiarity we have built between us, Narcissa. It
was a mistake, I did not mean anything by it.”

She looked at him for a moment before nodding. “Very well, Hadrian.”

“Is there anything I can help you with?” he asked again.

They are dead. They are dead. They are dead.



“I was hoping to discuss the possibility of me being taken into the Black family again. I do
no longer wish to be a Malfoy. I cannot … I do not understand how I could be that blind,
truly I don’t … I would rather have no name at all than continue to live under his name.
Draco has already agreed to give me a stipend, if I end up with no name, but I was hoping to
be able to live under the name of my birth family once again. And as you are Lord Black, I
came to bring my request to you.”

“Oh, I see.” Harry tilted his head, looking at her. “What would that require from me, if I let
you take the Black name again?” He made a gesture at the chairs and sofa by the fireplace.
Hermione lit the fire and summoned Dobby for tea and biscuits. They all sat down and made
their own tea before Narcissa began to tell Harry about his actual duties as Head of House, if
a House had any people in it. Harry had been the only Black bearing the name for years, even
if he hadn’t known that it was his name.   

It was rather simple, if archaic, as Hermione put it. Harry had the last word in anything and
everything that involved his House and the people in it. That would include everything
Narcissa did or didn’t do, if she became a Black, even the people she had contact with. And if
she did anything to another House, that Head of House could, and most likely would, demand
reparation from Harry.

Harry also had to protect Narcissa from people wanting to harm her and if she wanted to
remarry, he would have to give his blessing and a dowry. If he took Narcissa back into the
Black family, her dowry from her wedding with Lucius would automatically follow her back
to the Black family. Draco was aware and had no objections. The dowry amount was
substantial, as she was a Daughter of the House of Black, but not something that Draco and
his own family would sorely miss. Because Harry would have to pay for her transgressions, if
Narcissa made any, he as Head of House could demand an Oath of Loyalty from her. He
would be able to decide the wording himself, and she would have to take it if she wanted
back into the family. Harry would also pay for her living arrangements, her room and board,
her clothes and other necessities. Most Head of House gave their family members a yearly
stipend that they could do what they wanted with, but as Draco had told Narcissa that he
would give her that from the Malfoy vaults, no matter what, that was not necessary. 

Then Narcissa told him that she had a very good head for business and that the Malfoy vaults
would not be nearly as full as they were without her. She would be more than happy to
continue such work with the Black business, or make the estates and houses liveable again,
build up farms and orchards from the ground or whatever she could do for her House.

Harry invited Narcissa to dinner and they continued to talk about it while they ate. Draco
supported Narcissa completely. He wanted her to get some space between herself and Lucius,
if that’s what she wanted herself, and he would pay her stipend no matter what happened. She
was his mother.

Harry agreed to take Narcissa officially into the Black family again in a months’ time when
he had read about the duties and traditions Narcissa had mentioned that evening. He could
not see any obvious difficulties. If Narcissa truly wanted to help rebuild House Black, even if
that naturally led to helping Harry, he had no objections. But he wanted the knowledge from
more than one source to be certain he knew enough not to be caught in something he didn’t



understand. No one pointed out that one source would have been enough for him if that
source had been Hermione and not Narcissa.

However, he did permit Narcissa to announce herself as Narcissa Black in that month,
because she would become a Black again no matter what. He would back her up wherever
necessary. She might end up swearing a very strict Oath of Loyalty if Harry found reason to
make her, but he would not force her to remain a Malfoy. Not when everything pointed
towards her not knowing all of her husband’s crimes. She knew he wasn’t a good man and
there had been a war, but there was quite a gap between not a good man and a child rapist.
None of them touched on what Lucius had done to Harry’s friends or Harry himself.

After dinner, Voldemort joined Harry and Hermione in searching through all the new books
they had found that day. Later the three of them sat in Harry’s drawing room and discussed
people and places where they could find new information about how to save their world,
while calming the soul shard. When the soul shard was calm again, Hermine got up and
stretched, arms in the air.

“I think I will turn in for the night. There is a bubble bath with my name on it in my suite.”
She hesitated and looked at Voldemort. “If that is alright with you that I stay in the suite
tonight?”

They are dead. They are dead. Somehow the thought hurt, ached, like an old, infected wound.
He was deliriously happy that they were dead. Even more so that he was the one to have
ripped out Lucius’ throat with his teeth, tasting his life blood against his tongue, knowing he
was dying and nothing could save him. Still, something hurt deep within him. They are dead.

Voldemort had reached for a book, but straightened and looked at her. “Granger, as long as
you do not enter my own private rooms you are welcome to stay in our part of the Manor as
often as you like.”

Harry grinned down into his book.

“Oh, thanks. I will stay tonight then, at least.” She bent down and kissed Harry’s cheek and
said good night before she took a few steps and stopped. “Slytherin?”

Harry looked up to see his husband look at Hermione again, now with the book in his hands.

“You may call me Hermi, if you wish.”

“Thank you,” he said stiffly and then hesitated.

“I’m alright with continuing to call you simply Slytherin,” Hermione offered. “Being the only
other person besides Harry to call you Voldemort would be strange, and anything else would
be even stranger. A man can only have so many names, you know, before it becomes
troublesome.” She gave him a small grin.

“Good night, Hermi,” Voldemort opened his book and looked pointedly down into it.

Hermione chuckled and left.



Harry slid down from his chair and onto the floor to read in front of the fireplace, the warm
flames sending dancing heat over his skin, a strangely warm and content feeling filling him
up. Sometime later Voldemort moved and sat down in the chair Harry had vacated, and
mostly without thinking about it, Harry moved around to sit with his back against the chair,
close to Voldemort’s legs. He didn’t know how much time went by, with them silently
reading by the flames before he felt long, cool fingers comb through his hair, scratch gently at
his scalp and stroke at the fuzz of hair at the shaved sides of his head. Before long the
comforting feeling took his attention away from his reading and he leaned into the touch, and
into Voldemort’s legs.

They are dead. They are dead.

This time the sudden thought, like flashes of lightning in his brain, took him uncomfortably
by surprise. He jerked and felt the fingers tug at his hair, because of his sudden movement.
That again made the ache in his chest worse. The fingers went right back to being gentle, but
now it was no longer enough. It wasn’t comforting with that raw ache in his chest, with the
lump in his throat, with the pounding in his head and the stinging behind his eyes. It wasn’t
enough. And it hurt, it hurt so much.

They are dead. They are dead. They are dead. They are dead.

He gasped.

“My own?” the words were no more than a whisper. A careful inquiry.

Words were beyond him now. He scrambled and clawed at the mind door before he managed
to force it open. Not too much. There was so much, so very much that wanted to flow out of
him. Overwhelm him, drown him, and take Voldemort with him. He could do this though, he
could give Voldemort a taste of what he was feeling, to give him an idea of what was going
on. Even if he couldn’t give him any explanation for it, nor any actual words.

Pain. Rage. Anguish.

They are dead. They are dead. They are dead.

Relief. Grief. Exultance.

He gasped again and sobbed and clung to what he could reach of Voldemort, his legs and one
hand, the one that had been in his hair, in the desperate hope that the contact would help to
keep his head above the water. Above the torrent of feelings.  

Above him, Voldemort leaned closer. The other hand, the one Harry wasn’t clinging to,
stroked down Harry’s face, brushing against the wetness there, a thumb swiped against his
lower lip, even as he sobbed. It was when the hand touched his throat, so softly, that Harry
broke down completely. Into so many pieces.

They are dead. They are dead. They are dead.



He pushed himself into the hand against his throat, willing it to press against him, to hold
him, to hold him together, to not let him drown. His sobs shuddered through his body, and he
used a hand to push Voldemort’s hand against his throat, harder against him. Maybe it
wouldn’t hurt so much if he was held hard enough. Maybe the pieces of him wouldn’t bleed
so freely if Voldemort held him together.

Voldemort was behind him now, on the floor. Holding him against his own firm chest with an
arm and not moving the hand against his throat away. He was holding him hard, tightly,
securely, with little opportunity to move. Harry trembled and sobbed and begged and cried.
All he could feel was the pain of memories. The screams he would never be able to forget.
The horror of being unable to help, being unable to escape. It bled everywhere, that pain.

He should have moved faster. He should have been stronger. He should have healed quicker.
His magic should have burned through the potions they had dosed him with much faster.

They are dead. They are dead. They are dead.

He screamed. And screamed. And screamed.

Voldemort didn’t hush him, didn’t try to stifle his voice or the words he shouted, the rage and
grief he let fly. Didn’t try to diminish the memories or the anguish. He held him close,
caressed him, hugged him, even kissed his temple, and when the pain got too much, his hand
always found its way back to Harry’s throat where it somehow was able to both reassure him,
calm him and let the hurt flow more freely.

That was safe. That hand was safe. It made him safe. It grounded him. Told him he was safe
and cared for. That he was wanted. Kept him close. He wanted that long, cool hand at his
throat. Wanted it there, always. Always. It told him he was safe; was wanted.

It told him he was home.

They are dead. They are dead. They are dead.

He cried. He cried and cried.

Voldemort petted and hugged, kissed and murmured quiet words, comforting words.
Bloodthirsty words, too.

At some point he fell asleep in front of the fire, completely exhausted and lighter than he had
felt it days. Fell asleep in Voldemort’s arms, cool fingers against his throat.
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It was well past eleven on Beltane night and Draco, Severus and Narcissa had all retired
already. It had been a long day, filled with games, flowers, music, dancing and feasting and
the Beltane ritual with a bonfire at dusk. It had only been one ritual this time, for both the
children and adults, and thus it had been child friendly.

It did not matter, Voldemort thought, those who had wanted to ask magic for help in making a
family, had still done so, just in a quieter way during the ritual. Voldemort had felt the magic
answer at least two couples, but he did not know who. Astoria sat with him in a quiet drawing
room, still in her white, flowing robes and with her crown of spring flowers on her long,
loose hair. Voldemort was not certain, but he did not think that the magic had answered
Astoria’s and Draco’s wish for a blood child this time. Still, Astoria was smiling while she
talked and gesticulated, her walls down after a long day of laughter, food, drink, music and
magic.

The day before Harry had asked if Voldemort consented to have sex after the Beltane ritual, if
they both felt like it at the time. Voldemort had given his enthusiastic consent, as Harry called
it. He supposed he always would answer yes, because Harry was so beautiful when he lay
beneath him, writhing in pleasure and begging so very prettily. Something in him would
always want more of that, crave more of that.

Despite being closer than Voldemort had ever thought they would be, than Voldemort had
ever thought that he would want to be, they had in fact not had sex all that much. Harry had
more than once been explicit on the fact that he liked and wanted sex, but Voldemort could
count the times they had had sex on one hand. He did not mind.

Maybe he would have minded more if he did not value Harry’s trust and happiness so much.
If he did not value Harry so much. Every time Harry willingly looked at him or talked to him
without fear or hatred, Voldemort felt strangely accomplished. The times Harry voluntarily
touched Voldemort or invited Voldemort to touch him, even more so. The times Harry shared
stories of his life or discussions he had had or lessons he had learned, it felt intimate. When
Harry willingly was vulnerable with him, when he asked for company or even physical
comfort, it felt more intimate than sex ever could. So, Voldemort did not mind at all that they
had had sex only a handful of times, despite Harry’s statement that he liked sex. Voldemort



had Harry, and Harry was not trying to get away, Harry was not drowning in grief and despair
and hate, and that counted more. Would always count more.

His husband. His mate.

His Horcrux. His soul.

But still, Voldemort could not phantom why Harry had disappeared with Granger, with
Hermi, an hour after the ritual not to be seen after that. He did not for a second believe that
they were having a tryst, even if the marriage contract would not have made that impossible.
He knew that the two of them had turned to each other before, maybe they even had had a
romantic relationship, but of that he was less certain. He also knew that Harry would tell him
straight up if he contemplated breaking his marriage vows. Voldemort would sooner expect a
curse in the back, than Harry stepping out on him. It might be strange, being that certain after
less than a year of marriage to his former enemy, but the mind bridge and the knowledge he
had acquired from that connection, made him utterly convinced.

“My Lord, do you … do you feel that?” Astoria was standing on the floor now, bare feet
against the dark wood. “Is that … is that the ley lines? I have never felt them before.”

Voldemort had been too deep in his own thoughts, but he could feel what she was talking
about now. The ley lines were moving strangely, deep beneath his feet. Humming.
Thrumming. Pulsing. Beating …

“Drums?” Astoria said. “I can feel … drums ….?”

Voldemort was on his feet and walked towards the French door to the garden with long
strides, his forest green robes billowing about him. The ley lines were thrumming under his
feet, so alive, so powerful, so full of magic and life and light.

“Someone has begun a ritual, involving the ley lines,” he said, opened the doors and stepped
out. As soon as his feet touched the grass he could feel the ley lines almost jumping. Pulsing,
Undulating. Beating. Dancing. “And it is beneath these wards.”

He could hear music now. Not too far off. Not the cheerful blending of pipes and string
instruments from earlier that day. No, this was heavier, stronger, louder, deeper. Drums. Like
the heart of the Earth herself. Like the deep and thunderous heartbeat of Lady Magic inviting
them to join in. And the ley lines that were the lifeblood of magic, the ley lines …

“Dancing!” Astoria gasped. “Salazar! Are the ley lines dancing to the drums?!”

They were. Voldemort could feel it. They did not jump out of place or anything like that, as
that would be dangerous, but they spun to the music. That was the best description he could
come up with. The lines were spinning, gyrating, thrumming and humming, and they were
inviting them to join in. Join in on the fun, the ritual, the magic.

As if Voldemort would ever refuse such an invitation.

He turned to Astoria.



“Astoria, do you remember before Yule when it became obvious that Harry already
celebrated the Wheel of the Year, and we pondered what kind of traditions he already had and
how he had celebrated before moving to the Manor?”

“I do remember that, my Lord.” She grinned at him, blue eyes blazing, full of enthusiasm,
life and light. “Do you think that we will get an answer now?”

“If we answer the invitation, I indeed believe we will.”

Astoria looked towards the sound of the drums. Not surprisingly it came from around the
lake. Most likely the beach where Harry spent so much time.

“I truly want to answer,” she said.

“As do I.”

They walked fast, the drums urging them on, the ley lines dancing beneath their feet and
making their steps light and fast. The sound became louder and louder and Voldemort was
not surprised when he saw flames lick towards the black sky when they got closer. Two great
bonfires were lit on the beach and around a smaller fire was a large circle of drums. Drums in
all shapes and sizes from some big enough to reach Voldemort’s chest to others small enough
to be held in one hand. Two figures were hammering on the drums, their shapes stark against
the lit fires. Their white robes didn’t have any sleeves and the crown of flowers of the day
were exchanged with a few flowers braided into severely plaited hair. Which seemed to be
necessary as their intense movements would have flung the flowers away otherwise.

Harry swirled around to start on another drum, saw them both and grinned. He made a hasty
welcoming gesture before he began beating on the new drum and the invitation suddenly was
thrumming in Voldemort’s head, in Voldemort’s blood.

Welcome, welcome, child of magic, child of the old blood and even older ways. Welcome you
will be, and safe passage to the dawn. Welcome, and safe to leave when you wish. Welcome,
welcome, child of magic, child of the old blood and even older ways. Welcome.

It was not words, not exactly, but the message was still clear. As were the messages sent out
beneath the stronger one.

Come, dance with us.

Come, celebrate with us.

Come, be joyful with us.

Astoria looked questioningly up at him, but with enthusiasm painted all over her face.

“The ritual is inviting us in and as it is not an all-encompassing invitation, we are wanted by
those already in the circle, those that began the ritual. The runes you can see on these stones,”
he pointed them out for her, they lay in the sand in a big but perfect circle around the drums,
the drummers, and the fire, “makes it so no one can harm anyone in the circle, no matter
what. Do not try it, for any reason. It would be an error most grave.



“When you step into the circle the magic will also cleanse you and garb you in a way fitting
the ritual. I assume it will be in something similar to what Harry and Granger, Hermi, are
dressed in, and thus not something too different from what you already wear. I can in all
honesty tell you that I have never participated in a comparable ritual. This is outside of my
familiarity and I do not know what will happen. I find that highly fascinating. I only know
that the magic promises our safety and that we can trust that, even if we did not trust those
who has invited us. Which I do.”

Astoria beamed at him, and then she bowed deeply, letting him take the lead. He stepped over
the circle and in one shower of golden magic he could feel that all the grime from a long day
vanish, as well as any sign of fatigue. His robe was white now, flowing and without sleeves
and his hair was bound away from his face. He didn’t need to see the flowers to know that
they were there. His magic was sparking and then it was flowing out of his core, connecting
to the magic of the ritual. He had answered the invitation, he was part of the ritual now. He
could leave whenever he wished, he could feel that, but he did not want to. He wanted to
know this ritual, this magic, to experience this kind of celebration.

Before he would interrogate Harry mercilessly about it in the morning.

The magic of the ritual beat in his blood, like a drum, and he felt mildly compelled to tap out
a rhythm on one of the drums that reached his waist. The rhythm melted into the bigger
rhythm that Harry and Granger already were beating out. The moment his hands touched the
drum, more magic flared up. The drums were more a part of the ritual than the circle was,
naturally, and he felt the magic humming, drumming, dancing. Astoria stepped into the circle
and to a drum a little away from him. Her hands beat hard and fast against the drum, a grin
spreading over her face.

“Welcome!” Harry shouted over the music. Magic, firelight, and happiness lighting up his
face. “Would you like to invite someone?”

Both he and Astoria nodded.

“Invite whoever you wish, if you think they will appreciate this kind of celebration. No more
than three each, to begin with.”

Both nodded again.

“Draco and Narcissa,” Astoria said.

“Severus. He is already at the Manor, after all.”

Astoria grinned, all teeth. “That is somewhat evil, my Lord.”

He could agree with that, but he also knew that the dour Potion Master liked to read and learn
and to experiment and would find this kind of celebration intriguing.

There was no need to wonder how to invite someone else. The ritual sent out a thump of
magic, of invitation, as soon as he had decided on Severus. He felt the invitations to Draco
and Narcissa reach out the same way. Then he contemplated who else would like to be here.



The ritual stopped all and every hostility, but he did not want to invite anyone who would be
hostile. He tried to invite Susan Bones, she should be invited to join a different way of
celebrating the beginning of Summer, even though she had been at the celebration at the
Manor earlier that day with her family. But he felt that the invitation had already been sent
out to her. The same with Luna Lovegood. Good. There was a distinct possibility that Harry
and Granger, Hermi, had invited all those they considered friends. Then he could invite more
people from the Dark Faction without fearing that they soon would outnumber those from the
Light Faction.

He looked forward to a time where the old factions would no longer matter at all, but they
had not reached that time. They probably would not reach that time for years, maybe even
decades. The wounds of the war went too deep. Until such a time where the old wounds did
not matter, all they could do was to be as cordial as they could.

After a few moments, Voldemort decided to invite Blaise Zabini, as he was Ministry Leader,
and Cassius Warrington, as Head Auror. There had not been any invitations sent out to them.
As Blaise was still alive and had not reported any threats to his life or wellbeing, he
suspected that while the relationship with Granger had ended, it had not ended in disaster.

“Please, let the wards accept our guest?” Granger, Hermi, shouted over the drums. “They are
here for the celebration and cannot pose any danger for the night, even if they had wanted
to.”

Astoria hesitated only a moment before nodding, and no more than a minute later Susan
Bones walked out of a golden mist, right into the ritual circle.

Ley line travel. The thought went through Voldemort’s mind unbidden. He had only ever
heard rumours of such, and never even read about how to do it. This ritual was more than he
first supposed. A lot more.

White robes flowed around Heas Bones’ legs and flowers adorned her tight braids. The ley
lines spun faster in excitement. Head Bones went to a drum and her rhythm melted
effortlessly into the bigger rhythm, as if she had done this her entire life.

Next into the circle was Draco, Narcissa and Severus. All of them walked into the circle from
the Manor grounds, as Astoria and he had done. Soon they were garbed and decorated.
Narcissa picked up a tambourine and the sound of the cymbals went right into the greater
rhythm. Severus chose, or had chosen for him, Voldemort was less than sure about that, a
drum that had a strap that he hoisted over his shoulder to place the drum under his left arm.
Then his fingers began tapping out a rhythm that fit perfectly with Narcissa’s, and of course
the greater rhythm. Draco walked up to one of the bigger drums that had a couple of
drumsticks on top of them. When the first strike sounded, it went straight into the spine of the
rhythm. Voldemort could almost feel the ley lines, the magic, sit up and take notice.

Then other people arrived from the golden mist and into the circle. Luna Lovegood. Cassius
Warrington. Amaranth Carrow. Hyacinth Parkinson.

Minerva McGonagall and Kingsley Shacklebolt both watched the people around them warily
before Harry bounded up to them, touched their shoulders and spoke to them. Then



McGonagall took her place by a waist high drum and fell into the rhythm, even if she only
had one hand to use. Shacklebolt went up to one of the two drums that lay on its side and
went up to Voldemort’s chest. He picked up the drumsticks and the thunder of the drum went
deeper than that of Draco’s. Into Voldemort’s chest, his blood, his core. Both of the two
former prisoners moved with a fluidness they had shown no sign of when Voldemort last saw
them. Voldemort suspected that the ritual removed more than just fatigue for the night.

More people arrived. Voldemort guessed that everyone that was invited was encouraged in
turn to invite other people. Blaise Zabini. Theodore Nott. Alecto Carrow. Several people
Voldemort did not recognize, but that without a doubt were magical. All of them were magic.
All of them had been invited to the ritual, to join the rhythm of the Earth, of magic, of life. To
celebrate and rejuvenate. To come together for one night, as one people, with one aim.

And the drums went on and on and on.

The rhythm thundered with his heart. Flowed with his blood. Spun with his magic.

At one point he was afraid of what they were doing, what this kind of magic with so many
active participants, would do to the world outside the circle.

A hand on his neck, dragging him down. Harry’s hungry lips against his in a desperate, salty
kiss. They were both glistening with sweat. His robes were drenched. Harry was now dressed
in white, loose-fitting pants and no top. Pale skin and paler scars stretched over his glistening
chest and shoulders. While the weather had been warmer lately, there had been little sun to
kiss that pale skin, no matter how many hours Harry spent outside.

“Do not fear. This is right.” The voice was Harry’s, but not quite. “This is how it should be.
This is what you fought for, Thomas Marvolo Riddle. Do not turn away from it now, just
because you do not understand it.”

Harry’s, or maybe not Harry’s, eyes glinted in the light of the fire, and Voldemort was handed
a cup of cold, delicious water. He realised he was parched and drank it down. The next cup
Harry gave him was mead, sweet and cool against his tongue and when Harry dragged him
down again for another kiss, he could taste the mead on his husband’s tongue. Harry moaned
into his mouth and Voldemort felt Harry’s reluctance to move away, when he finally did. The
green eyes that glittered at him in the light of the fire, was all Harry’s now. Harry licked his
lower lip and let his gaze travel over Voldemort, it felt like lightning against his skin. Then
Harry smiled, drained his cup and went into the circle of drums again, joining his rhythm
with the others.

And the drums went on and on and on.

The rhythm thundered with his heart. Flowed with his blood. Spun with his magic.

Granger stopped with her arms crossed in the air and the thunder quieted a bit before she took
up a new rhythm that washed over the rest of them. Magic, knowledge and movement.
Voldemort had no idea what kind of rhythm this was, nor what kind of song or chant Granger
soon began to sing in words he actually did not understand. Nevertheless, he fell into it. The
rhythm was that of his own heart and magic and the song came from deep, deep down in his



core. A song of sun and warmth, of flowers and trees, of children, laughter and happiness
under the clear, blue sky and in the cool, green grass.

Susan Bones held up her crossed arms next and the song told of warm rain, things that grow
from small seeds, and the feel of wind against her face while the trees swayed. Then Kingsley
Shacklebolt took over and the rhythm was more thunderous than ever before. Flames and
fire. Warmth and sun. Arousal and excitement. Growing under the heat of the sun. Sweat
dripping while you toiled in the garden and the fields under a harsh sun. And then, finally,
your award, full bellies, family, and happiness. Life. Always new life.

Voldemort’s own arms crossed and a song he had almost forgotten, from a Beltane ritual he
had joined while on his travels long ago. The words flowed and his hands tapped out the
rhythm of their own accord, and everyone joined as if they remembered the rhythm and the
words better than he did, when he doubted that anyone had ever heard them before. But then,
that was nothing new by now.

He could not remember when he had stopped singing or when he had retreated to one of the
two big bonfires outside the circle of drums, but at one point he was sitting there. By his side
was Harry and on his other was Lovegood. The cup in his hand contained mead and he was
wondering if he had drunk too much, because he was certain that he had just been standing
by the drums, singing. And what happened with the ritual when people left the circle, were
they still a part of it? Was their part done?

“It is a celebration as much as a ritual, my Monster,” a hoarse voice whispered in his ear.
“People cannot drum and dance for hours without pause or refreshment. The ritual takes that
into consideration. We just have to get back in before the end, and that is not before dawn, in
another hour at least. Do not worry.”

He looked at Harry. “Did I speak aloud?”

“No, not aloud, but I could see your frown and I know how unusual it is to have a ritual circle
that lets people come and go without any consequence. Also, I believe I’m beginning to
know you.” He grinned.

Astoria almost fell down on the beach on the other side of Harry.

“Imagine this, but bigger, or with several circles spread out over magical Britain. Imagine our
people meeting to celebrate like this, doing magic like this! This is what it always should
have been!” she enthused.

Harry snapped his fingers and a tray of drinks appeared. He handed her a cup.

“Astoria, drink some water,” Harry said kindly. “And no more mead for you, even if I enjoy
your excitement. We want you to be able to function tomorrow, after all.”

Astoria drank the water, but continued to grin. “Picture it, my Lords, how the next generation
will view magic, if they grow up celebrating the seasons, and Magic herself, like this!”



Voldemort could picture it, he truly could. Generations of magical people who would never
consider banning ritual magic, or blood magic, or the celebrations of the Wheel of the Year,
because they had learned and they knew that magic itself was never wrong. How you used it
could be, the intentions behind it, but not magic itself. Some spells that were considered Dark
could never be used for something good, but the war had proven that intent mattered, like
when the Healers used the Imperius Curse to control their patients when there were too few
Healers to help everyone and keep them calm.

Then the dawn was suddenly near and he stood by a drum close to Harry and felt magic
dance among them in tight swirls, quicker and quicker, and the drums went faster and faster
and the sound filled his entire being. The sound and the magic and the flames and the songs.
It had not been one person that had gathered the magic in this ritual. Not one person that had
sent the prayers out into the world and to Magic. The prayers that had been given in songs
this time. It was all of them together. Gathering magic from the ley lines as well as
themselves. The magic and the sound were swelling, swelling and building and … cresting.

It felt like a wave. One gigantic wave that was sent out from them. Out into the world, by air
and by ley lines. By drums and by song. Out, out, out into the world to begin the summer, to
fulfil their prayers, to make life grow. To make it matter. 

Even now, before he possibly could know, he knew that he would get reports from all over
Britain the next few days, telling tales about the magic that brushed against all magicals. Big
and small, human and not. Such was the ritual he had participated in. So great was the magic
they had gathered. And in nine months there would be a baby boom much greater than he at
first had anticipated, from the first ritual he had contributed to.

Harry’s eyes found his at the same moment the sun truly coloured the sky with its rays and
the three fires went out, the ritual circle disappeared as if it had never existed, together with
the remnants of the fires and all of the drums but two of them. The two drums he had seen
Harry and Hermi using at first. Hermi was talking to Astoria and soon people were able to
Apparate out of the wards, as the possibility for ley line travel had disappeared with the
arrival of the sun and the ending of the ritual.

Harry stepped close to him, went up on his toes and licked his neck as if that was a
completely normal thing to do. No matter that his husband very nearly had made it normal
between them.

“Want to take a shower with me?” Harry kissed him hard, and Voldemort could feel Harry’s
firm arousal being pushed against him. He could feel himself harden even more, as the music
and the magic had kept him somewhat aroused the whole time. This ritual had not been for
children, it had not been innocent at all.

They stood kissing on the beach while the sun crept into the sky and everyone else
disappeared to their own homes and beds, alone or with company. Even before Harry
fumbled the door to his rooms open and then ripped Voldemort’s robe off him with fingers
that held claws, he knew that there would be nothing soft or kind about this. Not like it had
been at Ostara.



There was nothing soft when Voldemort slammed Harry’s back against the shower wall while
entering him after two quick spells to ready him. Nothing soft about Harry’s yells and
pleading for more and harder and faster and more. Nothing soft about Harry’s hands hard in
his hair, crushing his mouth against his own. Nothing soft when Harry clawed at his back
with normal hands, urging him on. Nothing soft when Voldemort bit down on Harry’s neck
moments before they both came.

No, nothing soft at all, but more exquisite than he could ever have imagined.
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Harry found himself strangely happy while he crushed the moonstone to powder. They were
in a big, airy room that had been transformed into a potion’s lab. The sun shone in the
windows, and all the ingredients that needed cool shadow was either in special magical
bubbles on the work benches that made the conditions ideal for the ingredients or behind
sturdy doors and wards in big cabinets. There were several long workbenches to brew at and
cabinets and racks and shelves covered the rooms walls almost entirely. Severus kept at his
own workbench where he brewed the most advanced potions of the day, being the only
certified Potions Master. Harry thought he was brewing both a nutrient potion for small
children, a much more finicky potion than the adult nutrient potion Harry himself was
working on, and an organ restorative potion. Even almost a year after the war ended, a lot of
people still suffered from malnutrition or the aftereffects of out-right starvation. Harry was
just one of many. The fact that Voldemort had made sure he saw a Healer so soon after their
marriage made Harry one of the more healthy starvation victims, even if he still took potions
to help his organs and strengthen his bones several times a week.

Harry, Hermione and Draco were all brewing at the same workbench. Draco was working on
both Dreamless Sleep and a more ordinary sleep potion. Hermione was working on the Bone
Strengthening Solution since she had just finished a triple batch of Calming Mind, one of
Luna’s creations. It didn’t help Harry at his worst, but it did help him and a lot of others when
the day was simply hard and not utterly horrible. Harry was making a simple nutrient potion
for adults. Every one of them made the potions in double or triple batches. The need among
their people was great and there were not many who had the knowledge, the equipment, the
ingredients, and the time to brew potions. Even if the equipment and ingredients situation
was a lot better now than some months ago, thanks to Harry’s connections in Japan and
Severus’ travelling back and forth to said connections. Now there were several green houses
full of potion ingredients. In two years or so, with enough luck, they could possibly be self-
sufficient on that front.

Astoria and Zinnia had another bench behind a protective shield in case any of the more
volatile potions blew up. Astoria was teaching Zinnia the base principles of potion brewing,
and was helping the other four by preparing the simplest of the ingredients. Like chopping
flobberworms or shredding nettles.

Harry listened to Astoria instruct Zinnia to cut the pieces of flobberworm more evenly and
Hermione and Draco were bickering about whether the pixy wings in Hermione’s potion
should be lightly crushed like the recipe said or if it should be crushed to powder as
Hermione had done the other times she had made the potion, with great success. Soon
Severus was towering over them like a dark cloud, reminiscent of so many potions’ lessons,
and Harry had to bite back a grin when the man drawled.

“What exactly seems to be the difficulty?”  



Hermione actually froze for a moment before she rolled her eyes at herself. “I prefer to crush
the pixy wings to a fine powder as that works very well in my experience. Draco would
prefer that I follow the recipe, which isn’t wrong, but which could use an upgrade.”

“Why do crushing the wings to fine powder work, Granger?”

“It blends more easily into the rest of the potion, as in it distributes evenly both better and
faster, thus making the potion more potent.”

“Good. Do change the recipe to reflect that fact in those two books, please.”

Draco groaned. “Why do I still not think about such things? That should be an instinctive
response by now.”

“It should, yes,” Severus drawled. “But as you have done similarly, and done it well, in other
situations, I am inclined to believe that it, in this situation, was more old rivalry and habit
than actual dunderheadedness.” A smile twitched in the corner of his lips, but disappeared
before Harry could be sure. “Ten points to Gryffindor.”

Hermione laughed and Draco groaned again.

“Severus, would you check that these flobberworms are minced carefully enough?” Astoria
asked.

Harry knew that Astoria herself could do so, but he also knew that Astoria and Draco used
other people, outside the family, to get Zinnia used to tutors and teachers and the fact that
they had a right to criticise Zinnia’s work, within reason.

Severus strode across the room and looked at the worms in question. “These are acceptable.”
He pointed. “These need more work. Why do flobberworms need to be cut in even pieces,
Miss Longbottom?”

“They … I know this …” She bit her lip for a moment, her whole face a frown. “They are
supposed to be mixed into the rest of the potion at the same time, or the potion will be off …
or something.”

“Will pieces that are of disproportionate size be blended into the potion at the same time,
Miss Longbottom?”

Zinnia looked up at him with narrow, suspicious eyes. A look that Neville Longbottom would
never have dared give Severus in a similar situation, at least not at that age. Harry had one
glorious memory of Neville punching Severus in the face during a melee where Severus had
gotten too close, and Neville had lost the hold off both of his wands. Neville had not feared
the Potion Master then. Hated him, absolutely, but not feared him.

Harry wondered what Neville would have thought of his daughter growing up with Severus
as a tutor and Astoria and Draco as parents, and then he pushed away the thought again.
Hermione and he had agreed that they probably wouldn’t find a better place for Zinnia, not
before one or both of them felt capable of keeping her themselves, all the time. And that



wouldn’t happen for years yet. They owed Zinnia better than that. They had given Oaths on
their magic to do everything in their power to let Zinnia grow up safe and happy and free to
make her own choices in life. They had given no Oaths as to how that was to happen.

“Severus, your words,” Astoria gave a small sigh. “She is only seven.”

“Very well. Will pieces that are of unequal size be mixed into the potion at the same time,
Miss Longbottom?”

“Nooo …”

“Indeed not. That is why these,” he pointed at the pieces in question, “need more work.”

“Yes, sir. I will try again, then.”

“You do that, Miss Longbottom.”

“You are actually capable of teaching without scaring the children half to death,” Hermione
whispered when Severus went by her again.

“Albus never threatened me with the Cruciatus Curse if I did not keep a civil tongue in my
head,” Severus muttered back.

Hermione looked straight at Harry who looked up for a moment while stirring his cauldron.

“Hey, don’t look at me. I’m not Zizi’s overprotective mother.” He grinned and cut a glance
over to Zinnia and Astoria where Astoria was helping Zinnia to cut the worms into perfect
pieces.

Hermione grinned back before saying:

“Then you never wanted to teach at Hogwarts, Master Snape?”

“No, never,” was the succinct reply. “I could see myself taking an apprentice or two.
Someone who knew all the basics and who truly wanted to learn. Maybe tutor some N.E.W.T
students if the students in question were competent enough. But I never wanted to teach small
children.” He actually shuddered before taking up a stirring rod and stirring one of the two
cauldrons on his bench. “I decided early on that my only objective was that no death or
dismemberment should occur in my classroom, which would make me a safer teacher than
my own Potions Professor. Ten children in my year alone never graduated from Hogwarts
because of potions accidents. If I could make that number zero in my own time as a
professor, that would have to be enough. If Albus wanted the children to be proficient in
potions, he should have appointed someone who at least wanted to teach.” He made a
derisive noise.

“I have neither the understanding nor the patience to teach small children. The utter horror of
a classroom full of dunderheads who do not even read through the blasted instructions before
beginning to brew …! I only hope that either Draco takes his Mastery or one of the few other
Potions Masters that is left, volunteers to take the teaching post at Hogwarts, or I might be
dragged into teaching yet again.”



“Not to worry, sir, I will take on the task myself before letting you anywhere close to small
children again,” Hermione said suddenly and sharply. “You can take on the N.E.W.T students
and I will take care of the rest.”

Severus didn’t say anything for a while. Harry didn’t know if he was biting his tongue or
merely thinking. He wasn’t as suspicious of the man as he had been in the beginning, but he
still didn’t like nor trust him. He had simply begun to accept his company, as he couldn’t
escape it.

“That seems like a more agreeable solution, for everyone, I imagine. Tell me, Granger, if you
would, how is it that you are more than proficient enough to change recipes and confident
enough to want to teach, but still do not have a Potion Mastery?”

“I only lack the paperwork, to be honest. I have had enough experience for years and I also
have invented three potions.”

“Five,” Harry corrected her before he stopped stirring. Now the potion was supposed to
simmer for 23 minutes.

“Three by myself and two together with Harry, then. So yes, only paperwork. Maybe I should
see to that, and figure out what other Masteries I could take, while I’m at it.”

“Plural, really?” Draco asked without looking up from his ingredient preparations.

“Yes. Defence, Charms and Potions for sure. Probably Runes and Transfiguration.”

“Arithmancy,” Harry added in a singsong voice. “Warding, too.”

“You know what, I will make my Masteries official when you do the same, you dunce!”
Hermione snapped.

“I have no interest in any Masteries, thanks a bunch.”

“It will take you what, a week to gather all the material necessary for work you have already
done, and then maybe twice that to make it official?”

“And I still have no interest in taking any Masteries.”

“Why?” Draco asked. “If you already have done all the required work?”

Harry gave a sigh and sat down on a high stool by the bench. “Mostly because I don’t want to
think about why I know so bloody much about all that sh … stuff,” he admitted. “Quite a bit
of it was because I was bored and having something to work with and a goal to work towards
was better than … not having that. A lot of it, maybe most of it, I learned because I really,
truly had to learn, or … or,” he swallowed hard, “people got hurt, or died.”

Draco hesitated. “What do you think you could take a Mastery in, within a month or two?” he
asked with a low voice.



Harry closed his eyes and tried not to snap at Draco, before he thought back to all the
information, all the knowledge he had attained during the war. If Draco was asking even after
being warned off, then it was best just to get it over with, because the man was too stubborn
to know when to quit.

“Charms. Defence. Transfiguration.” Those he was sure of. “Probably Warding and Runes.
Rituals for sure. As I know and can use several different languages, I guess that is a Mastery
too, or at least some N.E.W.T’s.”

“Right, I forgot those,” Hermione murmured.

Harry looked at her and she looked back. He arched an eyebrow in question and she tilted her
head and thought about it.

“It’s your choice to tell that one or not, but I don’t see why not. It isn’t as if anyone here
should have any objections. They didn’t fight for the Red faction.” Her gaze went to Zinnia.
Both of them, and everyone else that had to do with the children Hermione and he protected,
used the terms Red and Green for Light and Dark. The children they protected were not only
from so-called Light families, and Light and Dark was too easily translated into Good and
Evil, when that wasn’t the case at all. They knew that now.

“They should have no problem with it,” Hermione concluded.

Harry shrugged. “We already have the certifications for our Masteries in Dark Arts.”

Draco looked up at him, then at Hermione and back at him. “How could you possibly have
done that much work in the middle of a war?!” he whispered hoarsely.

Severus hadn’t turned around or looked up from the work he did, but Harry could almost see
how hard he was paying attention.

“We didn’t follow anyone, or go to meetings or take orders from anyone,” Harry pointed out.
“We tried that the first … almost two years. That worked … badly.” Following orders that
made no sense was not something either of them had liked, and both the Ministry and The
Order of the Phoenix lacked good, rational leaders. Hermione had almost ripped her hair out
in frustration more than once.

“So, we stopped. By then we could Apparate or make Portkeys from one end of the globe to
the other, so we did, and we travelled. Some of the Masteries were more self-study than
anything else, but we did actually study under a Master for some time on all of them. The
Dark Arts Mastery was the one we focused the hardest on, when we decided to do it. Better
to master it before we made an unrepairable mistake and got ourselves or someone else
killed. With the capability to jump all over the world in minutes, it didn’t matter where we
actually lived.”

“So you actually, genuinely, believe to have real Masteries in all the subjects that you
mentioned?” Draco whispered.



“Yeah, I’m pretty sure we do. We had a lot of time on our hands, Draco, a lot of time. Please
remember that, and don’t underestimate what people do when they get bored beyond all
tolerance.” Harry got up from his stool and began to prepare the next stage of the potion. “So,
teaching. Do any of you lot know if Hogwarts will be able to open this September?”

He saw Hermione wince, and winced himself. He had momentarily forgotten that the
reconstruction of Hogwarts was a sore topic for her after what had happened there when she
had shown up to help.

“The reconstruction is going slow,” Astoria said, proving that she too had followed the
conversation. “There is trouble with building the wards, as the old ward stone is completely
destroyed. Last I heard from Flora was that it seems like that castle is resisting being rebuilt.
It is a magical castle, so maybe the trauma of the war got to it, too … Or maybe it’s because
of the ward stone.”

“I did try to tell the idiots that they needed to cleanse the whole valley of the old magic that
stained the place before they truly got to rebuilding the wards, but did they listen? Nooo.”
Hermione grimaced. “Did they tell me to bugger off for being a nuisance, an ugly nuisance at
that? Of course they bloody well did!”

Harry looked down to hide his grin, even if he too had raged when Hermione had told him
about it, before she ordered him to leave it be. She could do something else to help rebuild
their society, if they didn’t want her help or expertise at Hogwarts. Apparently, she had now
changed her mind. Maybe because she believed it was time that the rebuilding actually got
done, or maybe because she now knew Voldemort, Astoria and Draco well enough to trust
that they would see her side of things.

“What?” Astoria’s voice was quiet and simmering with rage, all at once.

“I showed up, as so many others, to help rebuild Hogwarts back in March. As I have quite
some experience with wards and am somewhat magic sensitive, I knew that we couldn’t
begin to rebuild, not and actually get anything done properly, before the whole valley had
been properly cleansed. There had been a great battle there and all the magic still stained the
air, earth and water, and the ruins of Hogwarts herself. It was like a dirty blanket covered
everything, if you took the time to look.

“I told the supervisor, not Flora Carrow but a Nott, the oldest one, and got told that as I was
not in charge of constructing the wards, I had nothing to say in this case. I stayed for a little
over a week, trying to clear the ground where we will rebuild the castle and just doing my
part, what little I was allowed to do in any case.

“But the very air around me tried to slow me down. The earth beneath my boots crumpled
when it shouldn’t have, the same with the stones in what was left of the dungeons of the
castle. It got so bad that I considered that it wasn’t just magic pollution, but an actual curse. I
could find no sign of that, though. I tried again to tell Nott Senior that they really should
cleanse the whole valley, and that was when I was told that ‘I was a nobody Muggle bitch
who didn’t know anything about magic and who was too ugly to walk amongst real people’.”
Hermione had switched to French for the quote, as Zinnia didn’t know that language, while
all the adults did. “He also told me to leave, as I and my opinions weren’t wanted nor



needed,” she said in English. “So, I left. And I am not surprised that nothing can get done at
that place.”

Astoria groaned in a low voice. “We switched supervisors two weeks ago when Flora went to
see the location for herself and saw that very little had been done. Theodore Nott took his
grandfather’s place, and while he actually gives accurate reports, the reports are not good. No
one, not Cantankerus Nott, nor his grandson or Flora or Narcissa ever mentioned a problem
with magic pollution.”

“It’s there, believe me, it’s there,” Hermione said.

Harry was probably the only one who heard the note of uncertainty in her voice. She might
have chosen to speak up now, but she still wasn’t entirely certain if she would be believed or
not.

“Oh, I believe you, Granger, absolutely,” Astoria said in the simmering voice.

When Astoria sailed out of the room an hour later to find Voldemort, Harry had no doubt that
Voldemort would visit Hogwarts in the near future. When he did, Harry would join him to do
what he could to rebuild the castle that was the only place he had ever called home.
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What happened on the outside of the door could not be called knocking, Voldemort decided,
but since he could smell blood, he waved the door open and got a look at the rumpled, half-
dressed, and blood splattered witch on the other side of the door. He might have been worried
by the sight as her hands were full of fabric to either keep the blood from flowing too freely
or to help her keep some modesty, if not for the utter rage on her face. No, not on her pale,
placid face, but in her burning eyes. Especially in the eye that was cursed black. Voldemort
could see glowing flames dance in that eye.  

“Heal my back, will you?” Granger, Hermi, said. “I suck at healing injuries that I can’t see,
and I’m pretty sure it’s worse than anything I want to heal without examining it first.” She
came into the room without hesitation and turned her back on him, showing him several deep
gouges down her back, one of whom laid bone bare. “Afterward I am going to give you a
deserved telling off for being an insensitive prick to your traumatised husband. Just so you
know.”

 Voldemort truly was not certain how to take this situation. It felt surreal to be told to heal
someone and in the next breath be told he had a scolding coming up, like a naughty child. If
he deserved a telling off, he certainly hoped that Harry would do it himself, but if Harry’s
best friend believed Voldemort deserved it, then he most likely did. Not that he could know
for certain before he actually got to hear about the problem. As for the fact that Granger not
only showed no hesitation in showing him her hurt and unprotected back and in the next
moment told him she was going to scold him … Apparently, he must have managed to win
her trust, somehow. Her actions were absolutely ludicrous otherwise. He simply did not know
how he had made her trust him this much.

Astoria came into the room from the balcony, most likely concerned by Granger’s, Hermi’s
voice. She gasped and swore before she ran across the floor.

“Granger, lie down, right now!” she snapped as she conjured a low bed. “Merlin, your back!”
she breathed as Granger laid down.

“Harry was in a pissy mood, we just got into a squabble that got a bit out of hand before I
was able to get him to take his potion. He is asleep now and I held back a lot more than he
did, so he doesn’t need more healing than what I have already provided. Please heal me up so



he can’t even guess how far it went, and do not tell him about it!” She turned her head and
glared balefully at both Astoria and Voldemort. “That’s a rule. Neither of us get to know what
we do to each other when we are not in control of ourselves. Neither of us need that kind of
guilt. He does the same to me, or for me, however you want to look at it. Can you heal me up
completely?”

“Yes, yes, I can. Just … give me a moment.” Astoria said before she called Prim and got the
elf to fetch her healing bag and potion case. Then Astoria set to heal Granger’s back and she
declined any kind of help when Voldemort offered, as Granger, Hermi, had asked, or told,
Voldemort to do it at first. But it truly was better that a Healer Apprentice did the job.
Voldemort might have been able to do the job, but Astoria was more qualified.

Less than fifteen minutes later Granger, Hermi, sat up and dragged a tunic over her head. It
was a garment that Astoria had lent her after she had vanished Granger’s bloody and ripped
up clothes. Her back was completely healed, clean and without a mark.

Granger got up, walked to one of the chairs close to where Voldemort sat and let herself fall
down into it.

“So, as you know Harry got hit in the face with a bit too many memories today when we
went to Hogwarts to see about rebuilding,” she began conversationally.

Voldemort nodded before he made a gesture at the decanter of wine on the table, because it
had been a long and hard day for all of them, and Granger had fought with Harry for over an
hour before she tried to bang down the door. Granger, Hermi, nodded and he filled a glass for
both her and Astoria who had cleaned up and sat down with them.

Granger took a sip of the wine and let herself relax even more down into the cushions. “So,
naturally, that reopened trauma. I believe everyone got a bit shook up seeing Hogwarts like
that and feeling the malicious magic saturating the place, but Harry got the worst of it, as
usual.” She sighed. “This time, he had trouble with you, with the memories he had from the
war and before, and told you to keep away from him.”

Voldemort nodded. Harry had begged him for space, for room, for air to breathe, for several
moments before he had shouted at Voldemort to get away from him, when Voldemort had not
managed to leave the room fast enough.

“I know for a fact that he at other times, but in similar situations, has gotten comfort from
your presence, your words and your actions, so don’t you dare try to wallow now because he
this time needed you to not be there.”

“I am not wallowing,” Voldemort assured her, even if he had felt strange after Harry’s
outburst.

“Good. In general Harry is trying very hard not to blame you for anything that happened
during the war, he is trying very, very hard. He knows that you were not yourself and he is
fighting to keep you as you were then, and you as you are now as two separate entities. One
hurt him in every possible way, and the other has never hurt him at all. Now, we both,” she



made a gesture between herself and Voldemort, “know that is not true and that Harry has
every right to be angry and hurt for what you have done, on purpose, after you healed.”

She leaned a bit towards him, her hands relaxed around her wine glass where she let it dangle
between her knees, but her black eye was glowing with crimson flames. “You are going to
admit that fact to him, in full sentences, and you are going to make it clear that he is allowed
to blame you for trapping him in this marriage and taking any hope of an independent life
away from him. You might not have known that he would be forced to have skin contact with
you two hours of every day, but you did know that he would never, ever, be able to leave, if
he first said yes to the marriage.

“He, on the other hand, said yes to the marriage thinking he had the first three months, or
until you consummated the marriage, to make a final decision. If you did not kill him before
that. That was honestly what he believed would happen. I was forced to be the optimistic one
and trust that it all would work out, somehow. It might have worked out somewhat, but not as
either of us thought, and it cost Harry his freedom in a way he never had imagined could
happen. Talk about it. Then, and only then, do you have any hope of actually healing that
breach.

“He needs to hear it, to think about it, to get used to it and to be allowed to be angry and hurt
about it. Because right now he is trying damn hard to not lay any blame at your feet
whatsoever, fearing that your own personal truce will collapse if he blames you for
anything.” She leaned back again and suddenly Astoria spluttered.

“Sorry, Mrs. Malfoy,” Granger, Hermi, said absolutely unapologetically, “I needed to finish
that without any outside interruptions, and you are still his second in command.”

Voldemort realised that he had been so focused on Granger that he had not considered the
fact that Astoria had been strangely silent. He also realised that Granger was right. He had
knowingly trapped Harry in their marriage, and it had worked out very well for him. He had
gotten everything he wanted out of it, and quite a bit more too. Harry on the other hand …
Voldemort tapped his fingers against the armrest of his chair.

“What did Harry imagine when he imagined a future for himself?” he asked.

Granger, Hermi, grinned at him with a lot of teeth, some of them sharper than they should be,
he was certain.

“Now you are asking the right questions, Slytherin. I think you should be able to guess a lot,
after almost a year married to Harry, but I will tell you what perhaps troubles him the most.”

Fair enough, Voldemort thought and gave her a nod. He supposed that he did know Harry
quite well and he could probably predict at least some details Harry would like to experience
or have in his life.

“We talked a lot about what we would want for ourselves after the war, if there ever was an
after, or if the war had never happened. Harry told me that he had only ever been in Surrey,
where he grew up, at some locations in London, at the Burrow, at the Quidditch World Cup,
at Hogwarts and in Hogsmeade. Never anywhere else. He wanted to travel and to see the



world, to learn more about the world and the people, both magical and Nomagi. I myself
grew up with several vacations a year and I had been to numerous countries in Europe and
some farther away still, before I began at Hogwarts. So, I took him travelling. At that point
we were already capable of Apparating pretty much everywhere in the world, and if we were
in doubt, we used a Portkey or even Nomagi travelling methods. I know that Harry never saw
a life for himself that he would spend in only one place, and certainly never in Britain.”

She hesitated. “It helped a lot when he realised that he wasn’t a prisoner here and that he in
fact could take day trips anywhere he wished, if the two of us went together and he were back
here for dinner. I could see the difference in him after just a few of those trips. Some,
probably a lot, was because he was able to see the world again. Most was because he finally
had the confirmation that he truly was not a prisoner of any kind. It would be wise to
remember that part, Slytherin, both in your talk and in the future.” Granger, Hermi, got up
with a sigh and stretched, arms in the air. “I’m going for a swim in the pool and then I will
retire for the day. I doubt Harry will want to eat dinner at the table and I don’t feel like it
either, to be honest.”

“Granger,” Astoria said, “would you like for me to send you a serum that will help your
muscles relax after the fight? Draco developed some that smells nice too, I use it a lot like a
bath oil.”

“That sounds very good, thank you.”

“Would you like the scent of lavender, lilies or vanilla?”

“Oh, choices! Lavender sounds nice, thanks. Good night, to the both of you.” She was almost
to the door before she turned back and looked at Astoria. “By the way, if Zinnia wants to say
good night to me, please let me know. I’m up for putting her to bed too, after that bath, if the
new parents want to take the night off.”

“For our own part, never,” Astoria said, “but she would most likely want her Hermi to read to
her, so you are very welcome to come and put her to bed.”

“Then I will. I have a new book for her, too.” Granger nodded and disappeared.

Voldemort looked after her. He did not feel scolded, exactly, but he did feel … lectured. He
had not given a single thought to how Harry felt about the fact that Voldemort had trapped
him in their marriage. He had not thought about Harry’s battle to not bring that up, to not
castigate him about it and risk their tentative relationship. Harry only yelled at him and
blamed him when his rational mind was swamped in fear and rage and grief, never when he
was calm and lucid, never when he had a choice.

Granger was right, Voldemort had absolutely known what he was doing when he proposed
marriage to Harry and he had absolutely known that Harry would never get the chance to
leave, for any reason. The situation Voldemort had ended up with because of the soul shard
was a lot more than he had bargained for, but he had known that he was bargaining. Harry
had not. So, it was entirely fair that Harry blamed him for that, and for him to feel both hurt
and angry because of it.



“By Salazar,” Astoria whispered. “That witch has no fear whatsoever.” She glanced almost
nervously at Voldemort.

“Indeed, when it concerns Harry, I very much doubt she knows the meaning of the word fear.
She was also right in her conclusion. I have a lot to talk to Harry about, and somehow, I have
to make it apparent to him that I wish for him to have a full life. Or as full of a life that he can
get with both the trauma and the connection to me.” He still had not told anyone but Harry
and Granger, Hermi, about the exact nature of that connection. “He has come far in that
realisation in the past year, but he still has some distance to go before he truly comprehends
it, I believe.”

“And just telling him is still out of the question?” Astoria asked.

“I do not think he will see traps in every word I speak anymore, but he is still apprehensive
when a discussion concerns something he truly wants. Something he truly wishes to believe.
If I find the right words, the right way to convey it …”

Astoria nodded and got up. “Unless you need me for something, I will withdraw until dinner,
my Lord.”

He made a gesture towards the door and she gave a deep nod and departed. Voldemort
remained sitting in the chair, thinking about Granger’s, Hermi’s, words and about how he
could express his own thoughts and words to Harry in a proper way.

Chapter End Notes
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Past Trauma and Future Plans, part II

Chapter Notes
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Here is part two, hope you enjoy!

The potion Granger had given Harry kept him calm, but not actually relaxed. He was stiff as
a board in Voldemort’s arms while the soul shard got its time to quiet down. Harry was also
utterly silent. It hadn’t been like this for weeks, months, and it felt strangely unnerving now.
Wrong. Unnatural. Voldemort almost thought he would have preferred it if Harry had cursed
him out, instead of this silence. Harry breathed slowly, shallowly, and didn’t move at all.
Voldemort feared he had dissociated completely to get away from the situation, and he didn’t
want to speak and maybe make it worse while Harry needed to stay in place so as not to
agitate the soul shard and bring Harry pain.

Voldemort could feel it almost immediately when the soul shard had gotten its due. Harry
relaxed, from one moment to the next. He just melted in Voldemort’s arms and no longer felt
like he was shutting Voldemort and the rest of the world out. It took a while longer before
Voldemort felt he could intrude on Harry’s silence.

“Harry?”

“Yeah?” His voice was hoarse, gravely. Voldemort had not heard or felt him cry, but now he
wondered if Harry had.

“Are you capable of sensing that the soul shard is content, without testing it by moving away
from me?”

“Yeah. Not always. Just sometimes. Like now.” He cleared his throat and Voldemort waited
for him to move away from him, as that would be expected after the day Harry had had. After
all, it was not that many hours since Harry had begged for space between them. Not many
hours since Harry had suffered from flashbacks, rage and grief.

“Voldemort, the potion will last for a while longer and I would like to talk about something
that is upsetting, when I’m forced to be calm anyway. But it might be upsetting to you too. I
highly suspect that it is.”

“And will this conversation make anything worse for you?” He had not actually
contemplated bringing up anything difficult tonight. Not when Harry was so exhausted. But
neither could he refuse the conversation when it was what Harry wished.



“Right now the potion will keep me calm, I don’t think it’s bad enough for the potion not to
work. In the long run I hope that the conversation will help me, maybe help us both.” He
swallowed hard. “It’s not … it’s not a pleasant topic, at all.”

“Then it sounds like something that should be discussed.” It truly did. Enough was between
them as it was.

“That is what I’m thinking too. You might think differently, which is one of the reasons I
haven’t brought it up, but … Hell, I am just going to say it, and apologise if it pisses you off.”

Surprisingly, Harry turned around in Voldemort’s arms, curled into him and put his face close
to Voldemort’s neck. Whatever it was Harry wanted to talk about, he wanted more closeness,
and not less. Voldemort couldn’t help but think it was a good thing. Especially because he
had never imagined Harry wanting closeness when having a difficult conversation. Voldemort
hugged him closer and got a contented hum in return, before Harry gave a sigh.

“The consummation of our marriage. I don’t think either of us did anything wrong that day,
just to be absolutely clear. But also … now that we have had sex with enthusiastic consent
from both parties … It bothers me, a lot, that that is the memory I have of what was supposed
to be our wedding night. You may call me a fool, a romantic fool even, if you like, but
knowing how very good it can be between us, and comparing it to … that.” He stopped and
pushed his face into Voldemort’s neck. “I hate that,” he murmured against Voldemort’s skin.

The topic was surprising, but when Harry now brought it up, Voldemort did actually agree.
Not that he had given it much thought since the day it happened. He had decidedly been
thinking about it as little as possible.

“No matter how hard I tell myself that I was a willing participant, that I did consent …”
Harry shivered in Voldemort’s arms and Voldemort drew him closer and hugged him. Harry
closed the last bit of distance and clung to Voldemort. The potion might still be in effect, but
this was very far from an easy topic. Just as Harry had warned.

At least he does not try to get away from me, neither physically nor mentally, Voldemort
thought. At least he does not blame me enough to do that.

“You can’t actually consent to something you have to do,” Harry whispered hoarsely.

Voldemort managed not to react; he had been expecting words like this now.

“It’s not possible. I tell myself again and again that I consented, but I couldn’t consent to it
because I couldn’t refuse, and I know that. I knew it then too, but it still had to happen. It had
to happen, and it did, and in some years it might fade between other memories of us having
sex and sharing pleasure and … and it will still be burned into my memory as the first time
we had sex, as our wedding night. If we even can call it sex when we both had to go through
with it. When neither of us actually had any choice.”

Harry’s fingers pushed into Voldemort’s shoulder and he buried his face against Voldemort’s
throat. It felt like he was hiding from his own words in Voldemort’s arms. Which was strange,
all things considered, but not unwelcome. It was also strange that nowhere in Harry’s words



did Voldemort hear an accusation against him; he who had been the active participant in that
act. Voldemort stroked down Harry’s back in long, slow movements.

“What happened, happened, Harry,” Voldemort said when Harry had remained silent for long
moments. “It is done. We cannot go back and make it undone. No matter how much we might
wish to do so.”

“It bothers you too, doesn’t it?”

“It does. It bothered me when it happened, and every time I have thought about it since then.
Which I have taken pains not to do, truth to be told.”

Harry hugged him harder and whispered. “I am sorry.”

“Yes, I am too.” Carefully he placed a kiss in Harry’s hair, almost certain now that it would
not be taken badly. Harry relaxed a bit in his arms, but otherwise did not react. It seemed that
they truly agreed on this, and Harry did not accuse Voldemort of anything. Silently he
considered his words and the situation while he stroked Harry’s back.

“While we cannot change what truly happened, we might be able to change our perception of
it,” he said after a while.

“I have tried. I promise that I have tried.”

“No Harry, what you tried was to force yourself to feel something that you cannot feel. That
you gave your consent to something that you were in fact not able to consent to. I am
proposing to change our outlook on the entire situation. Our consummation was a part of the
marriage contract. The first part of that contract was performed at our wedding ceremony. It
had to happen that way in order to achieve what we wanted, which was peace. That had
nothing to do with us personally, it was necessary to achieve our goals. The same goes for the
consummation. That too was part of the marriage contract and something we had to do to
achieve our goals. It was for the contract. It was for the peace we wanted, and not for us.”

“What do you suggest? We have had sex, fucking fantastic sex, when both of us truly have
given consent. Should we try to think of one of those times as the actual wedding night, for
ourselves?”

“We could do that. Or we could make plans and agree on exactly how we would like our
wedding night, now that we know each other a bit and also know that sex between us can
indeed be fucking fantastic. Then we execute those plans, exactly like we want them, and do
our best to think of that day or night, or both, as our wedding night. The consummation was a
part of the contract, our wedding night is only for us.”

Harry was silent for a long moment. “I like that idea, a lot,” he admitted. “I mean … even if I
am unable to switch my thinking to truly make that our wedding night in my head, it cannot
possibly be wrong to try. I think it might be quite excellent to try.” There was some
enthusiasm in his voice now.



“Yes, quite.” Voldemort gave a small, satisfied smile that Harry didn’t see, because his face
was still against Voldemort’s throat.

“A wedding night, just for us, because we haven’t actually had one yet.” Harry hummed.
“Yes, yes, I like that.” He went quiet again, but Voldemort could almost hear his thoughts
whirl in his head.

“Harry?” he asked after about five minutes.

“May I build a cottage for us, for this and for other times when some distance from everyone
else might be good? Or maybe not an actual cottage … I was thinking more like a room or
two, with big, big windows, maybe more like walls of glass. There is this cliff by the lake,
inside the estate’s wards, of course. It’s almost in the forest, but the view is incredible.
Especially at sunset …”

“Talk to Astoria about it, to be sure that it will not complicate anything else on the estate,”
Voldemort said. “But I think that sounds … lovely, for my part,” he whispered the last few
words and kissed Harry’s hair again.

“I will talk to Astoria about it, and of course show you the drawings when I make them.
Anything in particular you would like in the cottage?”

“A bed, a big one.”

Harry snorted. “Anything else?”

“Not really.”

“What about for our wedding night? Anything in particular you want to do then?”

“I do like it when I may make you cry in desperation and pleasure.”

“Yeah, you really do. I like that too.” Harry gave a little shiver.

“And the way you get when I hold your neck, all soft and compliant.”

“Yeah, that has been great when you have done that. And when you tugged my hair and held
me by the throat. And biting.” Harry gave a bigger shiver. Voldemort quite agreed. “But what
about you, what would you like to feel?”

Voldemort almost froze. He liked preparing Harry with his fingers, because watching Harry
tremble and whimper was delightful. He liked fucking Harry, slow and steady and hard and
fast and anything in between because Harry was a tight heat around him and he could see, up
close, what Voldemort’s movements did to Harry. He had liked giving Harry that hand job
because that let him play with his husband and make him squirm and cry and beg and scream.
He liked biting Harry because that made Harry cling to him.

He liked all of that. All of it made him feel pleasure, sometimes so intense that it was hard for
him to comprehend it. He was also quite certain that he would like most sexual acts, if Harry
liked it and reacted like he did when, for instance, Voldemort bit him. The only thing he knew



that he reacted to without seeing Harry’s responses, was Harry in his Naga form. And that
wouldn’t work on their wedding night. Not when Granger, Hermi, yet hadn’t gotten any help
from the Naga Healer to make sure Harry could not get pregnant.

From the moment Harry had mentioned that he refused to get pregnant, during the talk before
they consummated their marriage, Voldemort had known that he would do anything in his
power to prevent that from happening. Simply because that was Harry’s wish, and it was his
body and his life, and Voldemort had taken more than enough from the man already.

After Voldemort’s own birthday when Harry had been a Naga for the night and Voldemort
had seen up close how deeply afraid Harry was about getting pregnant, and then Granger’s,
Hermi’s, warning to make sure that never, ever happened … He had known that it was more
than a simple wish not to go through something so straining. Now, when he had seen, felt and
heard Harry’s breakdown after both Greyback and Malfoy Senior were dead … When he had
heard part of Harry’s memories, seen his pain and rage and fear … No, Voldemort would
never risk Harry getting pregnant, in any way, shape or form.

But that still didn’t stop the fact that he found Harry in his Naga form intensely arousing.

“What about my Naga form?” Harry suddenly asked, as if he had read Voldemort’s mind. “I
have no difficulty with being in that shape for a while, also while having sex, if we again
agree on no penetration. Or at least no penile penetration.”

Voldemort swallowed hard and audibly, and Harry kissed his neck.

“I will take that as a yes,” Harry whispered. “For the record, Monster, you are allowed to ask
even if you feel you fetishize me in that shape, just so long you remember that I’m allowed to
say no. I don’t care what other people might think about us having sex while I’m a Naga. I
don’t care what that might say about you, or me, or us. And I liked the experience, a lot. But
as a Naga together with my mate I’m pretty much being dominated by mating instincts, and I
don’t trust myself to keep in control … It was … exceedingly hard last time.” He swallowed.
“I’m very much afraid that the no penile penetration rule will have to be upheld mostly by
you. Sorry,” he whispered the last word.

Voldemort remembered how passionate, aroused and possessive Harry had been as a Naga.
How he had demanded that Voldemort desire him, touch him and come for him and on him.
He remembered how easy it had been to orgasm, and how intense those orgasms had been,
with Harry’s unyielding, but soft, coils around him.

“The no penile penetration rule will be upheld, I give you my word,” he said hoarsely. “Every
and any time you should wish to spend time as a Naga. It will be upheld until we can be
certain that you cannot get pregnant in that shape, and the rule will be abandoned only when
you make it absolutely clear that you want to take that step.”

“Thank you.” Harry kissed his collarbone. “Anything else you want to experience, at our
wedding night or in general? Anything you would like me to do to you, or for you?”

Voldemort thought about it for several moments. “I honestly do not think so, Harry.”



“Alright.” He hesitated. “Is there something you know you would like me to avoid doing?
And would you be alright with some experimentation now and again?”

“Again, no, I cannot think of anything I would like you to avoid doing, but I am not opposed
to some experimentation.”

Harry hummed. “What about some experimentation right now?”

“The potion …”

“It keeps me calm, but it doesn’t muddle my mind and it doesn’t stop me from getting
aroused. I am fully able to consent, just not able to shout the house down in grief or rage.”

“What would you like to do?”

“Two things. I would like you to try scratching my back, not as if you are out for blood, but
still hard. I like that kind of pain too, a lot. And I would like to try to jerk you off. I’m most
likely not as good as you, because … well, wow … but I haven’t … I haven’t touched you
like that yet, and I would like to try. If you agree, of course.”

In truth, Voldemort wasn’t opposed to the idea, far from it. But he knew that the excitement
he felt, if the strange tenderness that spread from his chest could be called excitement,
stemmed from Harry wanting intimacy with him, Harry wanting to touch him, Harry wanting
to pleasure him, and not the act itself.

“I agree, wholeheartedly,” he said.

Harry kissed his shoulder and neck and Voldemort let his hands stroke down Harry’s back.
Not to calm or to hold, but to feel the skin under his palms now, to revel in the closeness, the
intimacy, the fact that he was allowed and even encouraged. Harry stroked his back and down
to his hip before he drew his head back, looked him in the eyes, green eyes gleaming, and
leaned in. Voldemort met him and the kiss started out careful and soft before Harry suddenly
vanished both their trousers and there was only skin against skin. Harry groaned and pushed
himself closer to Voldemort and gripped harder around his shoulders. The kiss went from soft
to burning in a heartbeat and Voldemort forced himself into Harry’s mouth to moans from
Harry. He retreated a bit and simply pressed his lips against Harry’s before he raked his nails
down Harry’s back. Harry shuddered and moaned against his mouth and Voldemort could
feel him harden and he could feel himself harden in return.

“Was that alright?” he whispered.

“Yes, very. More, please?” Harry gasped.

Voldemort continued to kiss him and when he raked his nails down again, Harry screamed
against his lips. This time, Voldemort shuddered in pleasure with Harry, and he felt his
arousal push against Harry’s thigh, close to Harry’s own hardness. There was no doubt that
Harry liked the pain, and that was both enticing and delicious. Voldemort wanted more.



A hand stroked his hip before it slowly stroked the inside of his thigh, skirting his cock with
fingertips and continued to tease for a little while, before Harry almost hesitantly gripped his
length. The hand was warm and slick with lubricant now, and it stroked him up and down,
covering him in the slickness, before it began experimenting with pace and grip. Harry was
kissing his neck and shoulder and Voldemort stroked the long, red lines on Harry’s back,
marvelling at them and the man that trusted him enough to let him make them.

He set his hand, nails down, into Harry’s shoulder again to give him some warning, before he
scraped down his back. Harry moaned and Voldemort could feel Harry’s cock twitch and he
thrust himself into Harry’s hand in response. The hand around his cock stuttered a bit in its
work, but Harry didn’t stop completely, despite the distraction. 

“Yes, please!” Harry moaned and Voldemort repeated the movement, to the same reactions
from both of them. Harry’s hand kept working on him, but the feeling was oddly detached
from Voldemort himself, even if Voldemort felt pleasure from the act. Harry’s reactions to the
pain were more appealing and delicious than the pleasure that his own body received.

They did it several more times and were sweaty and aroused to the point of frustration before
Voldemort set his teeth into Harry’s neck and got only a mewled pleading in response. They
had done this enough for Voldemort to lose all hesitation as soon as Harry gave the slightest
positive response. Without pause he bit down hard, and Harry howled into Voldemort’s neck
before he just sobbed and shuddered, his cock trying to find friction between their bodies.
Harry changed his grip around Voldemort and now held their two cocks together between
them, trusting against Voldemort’s in small, desperate movements while he still sobbed and
gasped. Voldemort let up a bit on the bite and thrust against Harry, into his hand. It felt warm
and slick and electrifying. Pleasure raced up his spine.

“Yes, please, please.” Harry shuddered. “Please, just … please.”

Voldemort thrust again and let up his bite entirely, kissing the spot while moving against
Harry’s cock in Harry’s hand. Pleasure raced both up and down his body now, pooling in his
stomach. He made as if to scrape down Harry’s back again and Harry shuddered.

“Oh, yes, yes, yes!” His movements became faster, almost erratic, but he didn’t lose his grip
around them both.

Voldemort captured Harry’s neck in his hand and held tight enough to be almost painful,
which made Harry partly stiffen, but also made him moan and made his eyelids flutter. When
Voldemort kissed him, he responded with alacrity and readily opened his mouth to him, even
while whimpering in pleasure and need and want and probably a bit of pain too. His back was
red and raw now. This time, when Voldemort racked his nails down Harry’s back, Harry
screamed into his mouth, shuddered, and came, a moment before Voldemort did the same.

They lay in each other’s arms, sweaty and sated. Small whimpers and moans sounded from
Harry and when Voldemort let his fingertips skirt down his raw back, Harry’s breath hitched,
and he pressed his face against Voldemort’s neck again. But he didn’t stiffen or make any
motion or sound to make Voldemort believe that he was in a kind of pain he didn’t like. After
a little while, when both their breaths had evened out, Harry cleaned them up with a sloppy
motion and a light touch of magic.



“Would you like me to heal your back, my own?” Voldemort almost purred, looking down at
the red stripes almost covering Harry’s pale back. It was as beautiful as Harry’s moans and
gasps, and almost as beautiful as his screams. Just the thought of those screams made
Voldemort’s placid cock try to harden again, but it was still too soon.

“If you drew blood, then please heal those, just use a mild cleaning charm for the rest and let
them be, please.” Harry’s voice was low and hoarse.

Voldemort healed a few scratches that were bloody and not just red, and cleaned the rest to
heal in their own time.

“May I touch them?”

“Yeah, sure, just don’t make any more right now.”

“Of course not,” Voldemort whispered and let his fingertips drag lightly down Harry’s back.
Harry gasped and trembled and moaned, but didn’t ask him to stop, just clung to him and
kissed his skin. Voldemort stopped after a while, because he noticed a new and more painful
tone in Harry’s sounds. Almost immediately Harry relaxed.

“I was about to ask you to stop,” he murmured, “but it wasn’t actually wrong yet, and you
seemed so very fascinated by the marks and my reactions.”

“I am enthralled,” Voldemort admitted in a low voice, because he could admit that to his
husband. “But I would prefer you to tell me to stop before it becomes too much, or wrong in
any way, husband mine.”

“We have a deal, Monster.” Harry kissed his shoulder and Voldemort leaned in and kissed his
temple.

It was almost ten minutes later when Harry gave a sigh and withdrew a bit to be able to look
into Voldemort’s face, even if his eyes didn’t linger on his face for long.

“I apologise for throwing that temper tantrum earlier today.”

Voldemort blinked and it took several moments for him to understand what situation Harry
was indicating. He had never thought of any of Harry’s episodes as a temper tantrum. And
apparently, they were going to have several difficult talks in one night.

“Harry, you suffering from trauma is not the same as you throwing a temper tantrum. Far
from it.”

“Still, I should not have made it out as if you were to blame. I know that you are not. You
were as much a victim of your insanity as I was. I know that, at least when I am rational.” He
bowed his head and didn’t try to look at Voldemort anymore. “For that, I am sorry.”

Alright then, at least I got some time to think it over, he thought ruefully, even if I would have
liked some more. Typical Gryffindor, diving in like that …



“Granger, Hermi, pointed out that I cannot use my insanity to cover my every misdeed
against you,” he began slowly. “That I in fact did trap you in a marriage I highly suspected
you would never be able to leave for any reason, and would never be able to take a vacation
from, while I was as sane as I am now. Or close enough to make no difference. That is the
truth.”

Harry was silent for a long while. “Yes, that is true. But we all know that the Light faction
never would have agreed to a peace treaty without their own kind of security. Just signing the
contract wouldn’t have been possible, no matter how much everyone wanted peace. Without
me, or someone else in my position, they wouldn’t have trusted you or the contract.”

That was also the truth, Voldemort knew.

Harry paused before asking. “You told me once that having me close, in the same house,
keeps you more mentally stable than before I moved in. Does that still hold true?”

“Yes, that is still true,” he said without hesitation. “I noticed a considerable improvement of
my own mental faculties in the first half year of our marriage. An improvement that has not
subsided since and that most likely is still happening, just more slowly now and thus less
obvious to me.”

“Then, if you had agreed to marry someone else, anyone else, we might have had a stable
peace, or it might have been harder to rebuild if your mental faculties were … less than they
are now.”

This time Voldemort paused before speaking. “Yes, I suppose that is true. I nevertheless
trapped you, Harry, knowing that I would never let you leave. And you are still allowed to be
angry and hurt about that. And you needing space from me is still not throwing a temper
tantrum.”

Harry was silent for a long moment; he just lay unmoving in Voldemort’s arms.

“It’s closing in on a year now, since the end of the war and the beginning of our marriage, and
it doesn’t seem like the trauma has any plans to withdraw and leave me alone.”

Voldemort did not see how this was a continuation of their conversation, but maybe it was not
meant to be. Maybe Harry wanted to change the topic. Voldemort would not refuse him, as he
did not know what more he could say. Not right now.

“One year to heal a lifetime of trauma? There was never any chance of that, Harry.”

“Not a lifetime, just the bloody war.”

Carefully Voldemort kissed Harry’s hair. “Harry,” he said in a low voice, “your mother was
killed in front of you when you were barely a year old, and I know enough of the childhood
you got and your years at Hogwarts to know that both were fraught with danger and even
more trauma. You do indeed have a lifetime of trauma to heal from, not just the war. A year
would never be enough to make a difference.”



Harry gave a sigh that came from his very soul and Voldemort held him closer.

“I’m just really tired of it all,” he whispered.

Suddenly Voldemort realised how he at least could begin to tell Harry of his possible future.
Of his right to choose. Of the possibilities he had. The possibilities and the freedom. Maybe a
year with Harry had taught him some good reasons to act like a Gryffindor, too, because he
did not stop to think this time.

“I can understand that, but it will change, I promise you. You simply need more than a year.
At some point you will wake up an hour after breakfast and not fifteen minutes before lunch,
and while you still suffer from insomnia you will realise that you have had two nightmares in
the last month and not twenty in the last week. You will go out on the balcony to drink your
first cup of coffee and watch as Zinnia’s younger siblings run around and play some game
before they will meet their tutor for the day, or maybe before they will be sent for afternoon
classes at Hogwarts. You will eat a late breakfast and then Floo to Hogwarts to mark some
essays before your own classes. You hold the position of Defence professor for the younger
years, or maybe you went with Transfiguration or Dark Arts. Granger works there too now,
maybe as the Runes professor, or the professor for Arithmancy. You might sit together in
companionable silence, marking essays and sometimes bemoaning the writing prowess of the
young, before you go to teach your classes.”

“I think I would like to teach Defence,” Harry whispered. Voldemort believed he sounded
hopeful.  “I liked to teach the defence group in fifth year. What will you be doing?”

“I will mostly work behind the scenes to rebuild, secure and better our society, as I do now. I
will still listen to your suggestions, though, and always value your opinion.

“You will come home from work before tea and we will have tea together as we do now, the
two of us, Astoria and Draco. Maybe Granger will join us. We will talk together and tell each
other about the day we have had, and after half an hour the house elves will show the children
in and we will get to hear about their day too. You will most likely be their most avid listener
and probably agree to help them with homework or to play a game later. After tea, and
possible homework, the two of us will practise duelling together, because you have come far
enough away from your trauma that you no longer fear to lose control of yourself in a duel
with me. It will be exhilarating and tiring.”

“Who will win?” Harry asked with humour in his voice.

“Sometimes I will win, and sometimes you will win. Either way, it is a valuable learning
experience for both of us, and excellent training. After dinner the soul shard still needs it due,
but it is now an established practice to sit and relax together at this time of the day, and
neither of us give it much thought anymore. Maybe we will translate a manuscript we found
on our last vacation to Egypt or Brazil, maybe we will read a book we found in a small shop
in New York or Baghdad or maybe Granger is there with us, planning our next excursion to
Thailand or China.”

“That sounds … wonderful.” Voldemort could hear the tears in Harry’s voice, but didn’t
comment on it. “I would like something like that very much.”



“Granger mentioned that when you talked about what you wanted to do after the war or if
there never had been a war, you wanted to travel more than anything. I did travel a lot in my
youth, and I enjoyed it. I would be honoured if you would show me some of the places you
appreciate the most, and I have several places I would like to visit with you. We need to plan
before we travel, but it is far from impossible, I want you to know that, Harry.”

There was a small sob from Harry, before he sniffled and gave a sigh.

“There is this valley in Argentina,” his voice was thick with tears, but steady. “At one point I
wanted to live there. I learned a lot of the housebuilding spells I know because I wanted to
build a house in that valley. To live. I know how to build the house I want there now, and I
know how to make sure no one can find it and to make sure it will stay untouched by the
jungle, even if I don’t see the place more than once a year …”

“Should we plan on making a weekend trip to that valley?” Voldemort asked. “I do not
believe I should plan on any longer excursions just yet. Sometime in the future, yes, but not
right now.”

“Yeah, that would be great. Just great.” The excitement was obvious in his voice.

“I assume we will bring Granger?”

“Yup, she will flay me if I visit that place without her.”

“In that case, we should absolutely bring her.” Voldemort didn’t even blink an eye at the
threat Granger supposedly had given. It had become apparent that threats, roughhousing and
even violence were a part of Harry’s and Granger’s communication methods, and he found it
best not to interfere.

“You really have trouble using Hermi’s first name, even if she gave you permission to do
so?”

“Hermi sounds like something one calls someone one knows very well and also cares about,
like a personal pet name. She did tell me I could use her first name, but I do indeed have
trouble doing so, as I do not feel I know her well enough.”

“Is there anything but Granger you could see yourself calling her?” Harry asked curiously.

“Not at the moment, no.”

“If you do come up with something suitable, ask her if she would consent to let you call her
that. Just please, please, let me be there when you ask.”

“Why?” he asked suspiciously.

“You have no idea how many times she has tried to give me a different name! She finally
gave up a couple of years ago, but Merlin did I have a hard time dissuading her from calling
me Har or Jamie or Snakey or, on one memorable occasion, Fire Lord. It was just teasing, but
I truly want to see her face when you present her with something similar.”



“Very well, if I do find something worth bringing up, you will be there when I do.”

“Thanks.” Harry kissed his cheek and began to get up. “May I show you where I want to
build that cottage for us? If you agree, then I can talk with Astoria about it tomorrow.”

“Yes, I would like to see the place.”

 



Babies and Curse Breakers
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Voldemort leaned back in his office chair and looked up at the ceiling with a small sigh. The
last few days since that first trip to Hogwarts to personally look at the progress, or lack
thereof, had been truly exhausting. He looked at Harry who sat in an armchair under the
windows writing in one of his therapy notebooks, as he called them. His husband had not
been back to Hogwarts after that first devastating time, but he was still marked by the visit.
The dark circles under his eyes and his almost continuous nightmares every night was
testimony to that. Only a double dose of Dreamless Sleep could get him to sleep for more
than an hour now, and such doses could not be taken often. They shouldn’t be taken at all, but
the consequences of not sleeping were bigger than the risk of an overdose, because Harry
very easily became volatile with too little sleep.

Voldemort didn’t know why Harry sat in his office now, or why he often had sought him out
in the last few days, just to sit in the same room as him, and he wasn’t going to ask. If Harry
got any kind of comfort or calmness by being in the same room as Voldemort, Voldemort
would never object. He still felt that strange mixture of pride and accomplishment when
Harry voluntarily sought him out, for any reason. Given their starting point, Voldemort was
uncertain if he ever would not feel thus when Harry willingly made any kind of contact.

Of one thing Voldemort was entirely certain, however, Harry would not visit the location
where Hogwarts had been any time soon. Not if Voldemort had anything to say about it. And
Voldemort would rather burn the entire valley to the ground with Fiendfyre and ruin any
chance of reconstructing Hogwarts to anything like she had been before, than have Harry’s
condition deteriorate further.

He might actually do that anyway, because he had been back three times now and there was
no longer any doubt; something was truly wrong with the location. No one could tell him
exactly what was wrong though, and neither could he find any viable theories himself.
Granger’s guess of magic pollution was the best they had, but he hadn’t been able to confirm
it. It could still be a curse. And that was where his trouble truly began, because it could very
well be a curse and no one, including Granger and himself, could confirm or deny it, much
less diagnose it or break it. They were both good at curses, even good at breaking them, but
neither were fully fledged Curse Breakers and he no longer doubted that they needed one to
resolve this situation. Or at the very least understand the situation. Britain no longer had any
Curse Breakers. Or, more to the point, Britain no longer had any human Curse Breakers. The
goblins still had Curse Breakers and they were decidedly not sharing. Unfortunately,
Voldemort had given the goblins leave to decide where goblins worked and where they did
not, when he wrote the new treaty with them. He could insist, as he still had the last word in
everything, but that would break the rather weak trust between humans and goblins
completely, and that might be more costly than Voldemort wanted to even think about.

Voldemort rubbed at his temples and closed his eyes.



“What’s up?” Harry’s hoarse voice asked, and he heard his husband fall down in the chair on
the opposite side of his desk.

He opened his eyes and looked at his husband’s pale face, sunken cheeks and eyes with deep
almost black circles around them. He looked both exhausted and starved, and the rough voice
was from hours of screaming every time he tried to sleep. Between Granger, Astoria and
Dobby the house elf, Harry ate almost as well as he had done a week ago, but Voldemort
suspected that the food didn’t stay down a lot of the time and the worried looks from Granger
and Astoria told him that they feared the same. Voldemort would let it go on for one more
day, but unless he saw marked improvement, he would suggest that Harry start taking more
of the nutrient potion again. He still took some of it every week, he had a lot of
malnourishment to heal from, but Healer Brentwood had let him cut back more and more the
last four months. The potion was absorbed faster than food, so if Harry was able to keep it
down for fifteen minutes, it could do its job and stop Harry from suffering from malnutrition
again.

“I need a Curse Breaker to make a definitive conclusion on the malicious magic around
Hogwarts,” Voldemort told him. “But we no longer have any Curse Breakers. The goblins do,
but the chance they will let any of them work on the case without requiring an extreme form
of compensation is … non-existent.”

Harry leaned back in his chair and looked out into the air for several moments.

“Give me a document that announces the holder to be completely protected on British soil,
and half an hour where you don’t know where I am, and I can most likely get you a meeting
with a very competent Curse Breaker, if nothing else. I can guarantee that I will be safe and
that I will come back. I can’t guarantee the meeting or the outcome of the meeting if I get you
one, but it seems to be worth a shot.”

Voldemort eyed his husband for a long moment. He remembered the conversation he had had
with Granger that day they first had visited Hogwarts. Harry needed to know that he was safe
with Voldemort, but maybe even more important at this point in time; he needed to know that
he was free to move around and do what he wanted. Voldemort dearly wished that Harry
hadn’t asked for this when he was exhausted and vulnerable, because not knowing where
Harry was and who he met with made him nervous, but he also knew that his husband was a
grown wizard of immense power and that trying to mollycoddle him would make it harder
for Harry to believe that he had choices and freedom. And Voldemort very much did not want
that.

“You promise that you will be safe, and be back in no less than an hour?” If Granger had
been a part of the plan, as she had been when Harry moved around on earlier occasions, he
wouldn’t have hesitated, no matter how exhausted Harry was. But she wasn’t, and that was a
first. Voldemort had promised himself to give Harry as much freedom as he possibly could
give, and now was the time to put action behind his words, hope that all went well, and that
Harry actually understood that he had this kind of freedom again.

“I give you my word,” Harry stated without hesitation.

That was all Voldemort could ask of him.



“And the individual you want to contact will not hurt anyone or purposefully break any laws
when they have a certificate for safe passage from me?”

“I cannot see him do that, no. He will of course defend himself, if necessary, but he won’t
start anything.”

Voldemort nodded, found a fresh sheet of parchment and began to write out the certificate of
safe passage that Harry had asked for.

Thus, an hour later, he found himself face to face with William Arthur Weasley. The younger
man had some old scars down his face and some obvious scarring from a dark curse up his
right hand and arm, but other than that he looked fit and healthy. The same went for the little
baby girl that was strapped to his chest, Cassiopeia Lilliane Weasley. The daughter’s hair was
lighter than the fathers, even if she had a lot of it, and she didn’t have any freckles, but she
could not be any more than a year old, if that, so maybe that would change when she got
older.

“I apologise for today’s package deal,” Weasley said and made a gesture to the child on his
chest. “My wife is on a dig in Brazil and while the two oldest can stay with their
grandparents for some hours, this one,” he kissed the baby’s hair, “refuses to be away from
her parents for any length of time.”

“That is quite alright, Mr. Weasley,” Voldemort said smoothly. “I appreciate you taking the
time to make this call, even with the extra company.”

“I haven’t seen Harry for close to two years, and he mentioned that there was a possible curse
on Hogwarts, or what’s left of her. I could hardly refuse then.” He gave Harry a quick smile
and Harry smiled back, before he focused on the baby again as he had done almost since the
three of them entered the room.

The baby might not like being away from her parents, but it seemed she liked to have Harry’s
attention. Voldemort realised that he couldn’t remember seeing any child that didn’t like
having Harry’s attention. He was extremely good with children. Far, far back in his mind
Voldemort began pondering whether he would accept adopting a child or not, if that was what
Harry wished, at some point in the future. He had no wish for children himself, but if Harry
wanted it, would he be able to allow that and be a parent himself? He liked teaching, always
had, and as he saw it, parenting was about teaching. Teaching them to move, to walk, to talk
and to understand the world around them before it became teaching them to read and to learn
academic subjects and to understand their society and the place they would have in their
society.

Voldemort doubted he would ever feel the correct feelings for a child, but he didn’t need that
to act in an accepted way. Not now when he was more or less sane and stable again. Harry
would love and treasure the child, and Voldemort could maybe learn to value the child, and of
course, protect it. Children were to be protected. A child that his husband cared for and saw
as his own even more so.

He was not ready to truly think such a concept through, no more than Harry was ready to
want the responsibility for a child full time … But he would think about it, because he



suspected that it would come up at some point in the future. Then it was best that he already
knew what he wanted and what he could accept.

“May I invite you to lunch before we take the trip to look at the place?” Voldemort asked
Weasley.

Weasley exchanged a glance with Harry before he accepted and the three of them met
Astoria, Draco, Zinnia, Severus and Narcissa outside by a round table in the shade. Astoria
was the one to suggest that they eat lunch outside as often as the weather permitted, at least if
Harry ate with them. And they could all see the impact it had on Harry. Especially when he
had troublesome days, or episodes, like now. Every time he stepped outside his shoulders
relaxed, he breathed more deeply, and Voldemort could observe how Harry stopped scanning
his surroundings to the extent that he did when inside in the shared areas. His husband had
warded his own rooms to an extreme and had accepted that Voldemort had warded his own in
a similar way, and therefore could relax in both places. But any other place in the Manor,
even in their own wing, was another matter, unfortunately. Maybe Voldemort should take the
time to ward the rest of their wing. He was certain that both Harry and Granger would be
willing to help with the task, if he should ask. Harry should be able to relax more in his own
home, even when he had his difficult episodes.

“Mr. Weasley,” Severus said with a nod of his head while sitting down after both Voldemort
and Harry had already sat down.

“Master Snape,” Weasley greeted, cordially enough, but not friendly.

Voldemort should maybe have considered that just because Harry and Granger were willing
and able to live with former enemies, didn’t mean that everyone that had been a part of the
Light faction would be.

“I’m not certain that we ever have been introduced,” Astoria said and held out a hand,
“Astoria Greengrass Malfoy, Lady Greengrass, Lady Malfoy, just to say it all at once,” she
smiled at the red-haired man and then introduced everyone around the table properly before
she ended with: “And may I just say, you have to most adorable little accessory on you.” Her
gaze went to the baby.

“William Weasley, Lord Weasley, Consort Delacour, to be just as thorough,” Weasley stated
formally, but then he looked down at the baby and added warmly, “and this little bug is
Cassie.”

“What has happened to Appoline?” Harry asked sharply.

“Nothing at all,” Weasley hurried to reassure, “she simply stepped down and let Fleur take
the family headship. Appoline wants to focus more on her job and on being a grandmother.”

“Oh, that’s good. Congratulations on becoming the Delacour Consort, then.”

“Thank you. It’s still very new and it will most likely take some time to get used to.”

The first course was served, and they began eating.



“Does Cassie have any siblings?” Astoria asked just as Zinnia said:

“Mummy, was I ever that small?”

Astoria looked at her daughter. “I’m certain that you were even smaller, as this baby is at
least eight months old. Let’s ask Harry about it.” Mother and daughter looked expectantly at
Harry and Harry froze with the glass to his mouth.

“Yeah, Zizi, you were even smaller, and with a lot less hair. Your entire hand was shorter than
my pinkie, you were so small.” He held up his pinkie.

Zinnia giggled and both Harry, Draco and Astoria smiled, before Astoria looked at Weasley
again.

“Apologies for the interruption.”

“No matter, and yes, Cassie has two older siblings. Adhara is eight, Estelle is five and then
Cassiopeia is almost one year old.”

The conversation continued between them and on his left Severus, Draco and Narcissa
discussed Draco’s Mastery that he would finish before the year was up. Draco had worked on
it during the war, or else he would have had a lot more work to do, even if he was a Potions
prodigy close to Severus himself. Severus declined working on it the coming Saturday as
Narcissa had asked him to accompany her to the first play that had been set up in the new
theatre in the restored Magical District of London. On his right Harry ate very slowly and
carefully, as if he feared that the food would retaliate if he didn’t take it slow. He also leaned
slightly into Voldemort’s shoulder, as if he dearly wanted physical contact, but didn’t want it
to be obvious, even to Voldemort himself. After hesitating for a moment, Voldemort gave a
slight pressure back to his husband and Harry looked up at him. His eyes were big, and the
pupils were far too blown for him not to be stressed.

Voldemort opened the mind door between them and stopped in the doorway before he let his
mind knock on Harry’s door. The door opened slowly after a long beat of silence. Suddenly
he felt Harry’s feelings brush against his own mind. Anxiety, rage, exhaustion and queasiness
was prevalent. Carefully he pushed a feeling of calm and acceptance against Harry’s mind.
Not to conquer Harry’s own feelings, but to let him feel something else, because Voldemort
suspected Harry had stewed in the negative feelings for days now. He could feel Harry lean
into Voldemort’s offered feelings, bask in them and just breathe.

*Thanks.* It was barely a whisper, but there.

Then Harry’s door closed and Voldemort closed his own, just to feel Harry’s shoulder lean
properly into his own now, as if the mental closeness had given him permission or courage to
take physical comfort, too.

You are very much welcome, my own, Voldemort thought before he focused on the
conversations around the table again. He caught a glimpse of Weasley eying the closeness
between Harry and himself. Before he could even think to react in any way, the man looked
away, his relief very obvious in his relaxing shoulders and the small smile on the lips he soon



hid in his daughter’s hair. Voldemort presumed that this was yet another person that had
feared the worst for Harry when he had married Voldemort, and yet another person who felt
relief not only at Harry’s continued existence, but at the amiability between the two of them.

Lunch ended and Voldemort, Astoria and Weasley went to Hogwarts to let Weasley have a
look at the place. After less than half an hour Weasley let Astoria hold his daughter after
Astoria promised to defend the child with everything she was, if something should happen.
Then Weasley and Voldemort toured the grounds properly. Weasley cast a lot of different
spells, where Voldemort only recognised about half. He also dug up dirt and stones from far
below the surface and summoned stones and plant material from the lake. All his findings
were gathered on several scrolls of parchments by a quill that most likely were connected to
Weasley’s wand or his magic as Weasley hardly spoke at all while casting.

After almost an hour Weasley turned towards the place where they had left Astoria and the
little girl, outside the zone that was most affected by the malicious magic, which meant
almost at the newly restored Hogsmeade. The closer they came, the clearer they heard the
screams of the baby and Voldemort wondered why Weasley wasn’t running, just kept walking
in long, fast strides. Shouldn’t he be panicked over how much noise his child was making?
When Weasley reached Astoria and the baby, he simply took the baby from Astoria and held
her close while talking in soft French.

“I told you she would be upset,” he said to Astoria, who tried to wipe away tears without
being noticed. “There’s a reason why she had to come with me today and not stay with her
grandparents.”

“I just … It sounded like I was killing her or something!” Astoria sniffled and wiped away
more tears.

“Oh no, that was beyond any doubt her screams when she is dissatisfied and wants everyone
to know it. She wasn’t actually distressed, and certainly not in any pain. You will quickly
learn the difference when it’s your own child, or a child you spend a lot of time around.”

“So, I didn’t hurt her?”

“No, not at all. Let’s go, please, this is not a good place to linger. Not any longer.”

Astoria swallowed hard. It wasn’t difficult to guess what that meant.

An hour later Voldemort had gathered most of the people that had the responsibility of
restoring Hogwarts and quite a few of the workers too.

“Good news first,” Weasley said as soon as Voldemort gave him the word. “None of you that
has been at Hogwarts, even if you have been there a lot, should have to worry overly much
about consequences after being at the place. If you notice anything different about yourself or
your magic, then contact me or another Curse Breaker as soon as possible, as in within the
hour, no delay. But my findings suggest that such will most likely not happen. There is a less
than four percent chance that anyone should have gotten in contact with enough of the curses
to be affected by them.



“And that’s the bad news; the ground, the water, the stones and the very air around Hogwarts
is thoroughly cursed. Not by one curse, or by several, but by the very fact that so many curses
have been fired around the place. That kind of magic always leaves a mark. Most often it gets
the chance to dissipate in time, but when a place has seen too much of such magic in too
short a time, it gets tangled up and dispersion simply won’t happen. Everything is too
saturated in the curses with no room to move for anything. In all my time as an active Curse
Breaker I have only seen something similar once and heard about it twice at other locations.
All three, now four, instances, were in places where great magical battles have occurred. The
place I myself saw was about as bad as Hogwarts, and the battle had happened two thousand
years before. There is no chance for this to go away by itself as it usually does. At the place I
myself was at, we were two full Curse Breaker teams that worked full time to break the chaos
of curses, but after three months with little to no change, we stopped. I don’t say this to
dissuade you from trying,” Weasley looked at Voldemort, “just so you know that the chance
for success isn’t … great.”

“What is your recommendation?” Voldemort asked.

“It’s no longer a good or healthy place to be and while the chance for the curse chaos to
spread are infinitesimal … I would recommend Fiendfyre. Burn everything to the ground,
including the stones from the castle and the very earth, and let nature take its course and
regrow in its own time. I will happily help you with finding the boundaries, when Fleur gets
home to take Cassie for a few days. Some of the forest have to go too, but far from all of it.
The lake has both an inlet and an outlet and will change in time, but the merpeople are long
gone to other lakes and I remember that the giant squid died during the battle back when all
this happened. In time, fish might find its way back to the lake. I do hope there will be a
Hogwarts in Britain again, but it really should not be there.”

“Thank you for your help, Mr. Weasley. Draco will see you compensated before you leave.”

“Thank you,” Weasley got to his feet. “Harry invited me to tea on the beach, so I hope my
invitation can extend for an hour more?”

“By all means, join Harry on the beach.” If Harry could rekindle an association with another
person he had considered a friend, that was all to the better, in Voldemort’s mind.

Weasley left and Voldemort turned to his people to decide what they would do about
Hogwarts and its curses.
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Silently Harry closed the door to Zinnia’s suite of rooms behind him. He had spent most of
the day with her while her parents, Voldemort and Hermione looked for a suitable location
for the new school. At first, he had been anxious that his mental health would make it hard
for him to have the responsibility for his goddaughter alone, for a whole day. Even if there
were house elves that would help him or go get help for him if anything should happen or he
should take a turn for the worse. But Zinnia had been on her very best behaviour and made it
so easy to enjoy the day with her. There had only been two lessons with her tutors that day
and after that they had flown, with Zinnia in front of him on the broom, and hiked around the
lake with a picnic for lunch. They had splashed in the shallows on the beach and played fetch
with him as a great grey wolf hound. In the evening they had drawn and read stories before
Zinnia had almost fallen asleep at the dinner table and he had put his little Moon Flower to
bed, exhausted and happy. Which in turn made him happy. It had been a good day, a very
good day, and now he hoped that his husband and the others had likewise had a good and
productive day.

Harry found the four of them in one of Astoria’s preferred parlours made up in gold and
warm brown colours and with big and comfy stuffed chairs and couches. A small fire in the
fireplace and several chandeliers placed around the room gave a warm and pleasant glow to
the room. All of them had a small drink in hand and the atmosphere was relaxed and inviting.
Harry didn’t hesitate before sitting right next to Voldemort on the couch. There was no reason
to hesitate anymore. On most days he knew and trusted that Voldemort would never hurt him
on purpose, and even better, physical contact with his husband felt good, soothing, even when
they didn’t calm down the soul shard. He also knew that Voldemort didn’t mind the physical
contact. Even if Voldemort sometimes felt like keeping some distance, if he was angry or
upset, the worst he would do was tell Harry just that.

Now, when Harry sat down next to him, Voldemort looked at him with a small smile in the
ruby red eyes and Harry didn’t think he imagined his shoulders relaxing just a bit. It was still
weird knowing that Voldemort actually liked him, liked Harry, just as he was, trauma and all.
That he valued him as more than a trophy or the means to an end of the war. He didn’t think a
lot of people could ever guess that fact, because Voldemort seldom relaxed his posture or his
demeanour much outside of Malfoy Manor.



“How did it go?” Harry asked. “Did you find a suitable location for a new Hogwarts?”

“Indeed we did,” Voldemort stated and Astoria nodded happily. “A location not dissimilar to
the old Hogwarts grounds, with a lake and a border against another part of the Forbidden
Forest. The castle will even be placed on the top of a mountain ridge with a view over a
valley that surpasses the view from the old Hogwarts castle. I am satisfied with our
selection.”

“That’s good. If all of you agree, then I’m certain to like it too,” Harry said.

“Now we are discussing if we might want to call the school something else,” Hermione said
and nipped at her drink. “After all, the old school is completely gone, just as the old world
order, for better or for worse. It’s gone. Maybe we should try something entirely new.”

Draco gave a small sigh. “And while that is true, Granger, a lot of people see Hogwarts as
both something stable and safe and eternal, and as a rite of passage. A lot of things are going
to change in that school anyway, most of it is going to change, so why not keep the few things
we can safely keep, like the name?”

Hermione frowned. “It wasn’t though, eternal, I mean,” she said in a low voice. “Nothing
should be eternal, because that will lead to stagnation and ruin in the long run. So maybe a
sign of a new beginning will be better?”

Astoria gave a huff and looked at Harry. “We have had something like this discussion going
through the day. What do you think?”

Harry relaxed and leaned back and a bit towards Voldemort, so their shoulders touched before
accepting the glass of whiskey that Dobby held out to him on a small tray.

“Perfect. Thanks, Dobby.” He took a sip. “Personally, I think both arguments are reasonable.
But … in the end … Hogwarts as we knew it is completely gone, as is the world we had
before the war. What we will get now is going to be different in so many ways, and I think it
might be … strange to not change the school’s name when we change everything else.
Hogwarts, its history, its Founders, its Houses, and everything else are nothing but memories
now, and I think we should let it stay that way. Start fresh and new. The new school, even if
we had built a castle at the exact same place where Hogwarts stood, will be so very different
from our old Hogwarts. Won’t it be better to let Hogwarts rest in history now? Something we
can tell the children about, but something they will never truly know or understand.”

Draco made an irritated sound, leaned back and took a sip of his own glass. “Potter, I detest it
when you make sense!”

Harry grinned. “So sorry, Malfoy.”

Hermione clapped once. “So, a new name then? Slytherin?”

“By all means, Granger, let us hear your suggestions.” He made a sweeping gesture towards
Hermione.



“Thanks!” Hermione chirped, found a small notebook and found the page she wanted.
“Right. I wanted something different from Hogwarts, something nice, but also … less with
the hogs and the warts. Also, when I grew up a bit, I didn’t really like the “School of
Witchcraft and Wizardry” part of the name either, because to me it suggests that we learn to
be witches and wizards and that that’s two different things with two different types of magic.
Which it is, of course, but I as a female magical, or typically called a witch, can learn both
types, not just witchcraft. So, I would like something completely different. One idea is having
a name with Magical Academy or School of Magic or something similar, behind. For
example, Corvus Magical Academy or Monoceros School of Magic. Or just call the school
Corvus or Monoceros.”

“I’m sensing a theme, Granger,” Draco drawled.

Astoria tried to hide a snort, but failed.

“I have no idea what you mean, Draco Malfoy,” Hermione said happily. “Another solution is
to take the name more for the place the school will stand, so Blue Ridge Mountain School of
Magic or Lakeside Magic School or River Avon Magical Academy.”

“I liked the first example better, then we can continue to build on the theme,” Harry said.
“There are still going to be Houses, just not as they were. Those need suitable names, and
maybe a garden or a hall or something could have their own special names too. Of course, the
theme doesn’t have to be stars and constellations, but I like the idea of a theme.”

“You two haven’t talked about this already?” Astoria asked.

“A bit, but no, not in any details,” Harry admitted. “What about Star Seer Academy of
Magic, or Star Wanderer or Star Walker, and there is going to be a school for children below
the age of eleven too, right?” he looked at Voldemort who nodded. “Then that school could
be Little Star Academy or something. And there are a lot of constellations that could passably
match the old Hogwarts Houses, as a nod to them. Like Leo and Serpens. We can remember
Hogwarts in that way.”

“I like that,” Draco said. “But then, I’m biased, with my Black blood and obsession with
stars.”

“Our daughter is named after the moon, and I like the idea too,” Astoria said.

Voldemort was nodding slowly. “Starlight Academy of Magic and Little Star School for
Magic for the younger years,” he said as if the decision was final, and it was. “Little Star will
not be a boarding school at all, but it will be possible for the children to stay at school after
their lessons to participate in after school activities and homework groups.

“Starlight Academy will be part boarding school, but only for fifth years and up, and even
they have to go home most weekends and they will have the opportunity to go home every
night if they wish. Other than that, the children can again stay at school for after school
activities and studying, and even have dinner there. There will be rules as to how often and
how long the different age groups can stay at school, but my research suggests that all
children need close contact with their families to develop properly. There will be more than



four Houses, I am still contemplating how many, and I believe that it would be best that the
sorting into Houses won’t happen like it was done before. Too many alike children in one
place makes it difficult for new ideas to flourish.”

“Starlight and Little Star,” Hermione was grinning. “I like it. Should Little Star have a form
of Houses, or units, with special names? What about the House names for Starlight, should
we take them from stars and constellations? Should we use Leo and Serpens as Harry
suggested?”

“The children at Little Star will be divided up in appropriate units for their age and expertise
and those units should have names too, but let us focus on Starlight for now. I believe Harry’s
suggestions would do nicely. Leo and Serpens are good suggestions as a remembrance for
two of the Hogwarts Houses.”

Harry grinned at his husband when Voldemort looked at him.

“Apus, Aquila, Columba, Corvus, Cygnus, Grus, Pavo, Phoenix and Tucana are all some kind
of bird constellations, if we want to find something that nods to Ravenclaw,” Draco said.
“There is also Pegasus that has wings, of course.”

“I have to admit that I like Corvus best, if that doesn’t get too close to the Ravenclaw,” Harry
said. “But then, Leo and Serpens get very close too.”

“I’m all for Corvus,” Hermione said, and Astoria nodded while Draco smiled.

“Then Corvus it is,” Voldemort said. “What could stand in for Hufflepuff’s badger, and have
any of you considered what would be a good number of Houses?”

“Seven Houses,” Hermione answered promptly. “One for each year so the year mates can
grow close. But a sort of sponsor or mentor system would be good. Fourth or Sixth years can
be mentors for the first and maybe second years, in addition to the help the Prefects can give
them. The Prefects will of course help all Houses and all years, and not just their own age
group. Either each new year of students get an assigned House with common rooms and
dorms that will be theirs their entire school career, even if they won’t sleep in the dorms until
fifth year. Or we can switch the Houses around, so everyone has different Houses every year,
so no one gets too obsessed with their House. First years are Leo, second years are Corvus
and so on.”

“A sufficient answer and reason, let us continue down that path and see what we can come up
with,” Voldemort said.

Half an hour later they had concluded in seven Houses at Starlight Academy of Magic and
that they would try to switch around Houses, so each year group had a new House every year.
If that seemed to work, they would keep it, if not, they would change it. In addition to Leo,
Serpens and Corvus they also had the House name Ursa as a nod to Hufflepuff, it wasn’t
perfect, but it would have to do. For the three extra Houses Hermione had suggested
Centaurus, Monoceros and Pegasus as a nod to magical beings and animals that were a part
of their world. Voldemort agreed. House colours were undecided as of yet, but they all agreed



that the House point system would have to get a heavy restructuring, if they would keep it at
all.

“Right,” Hermione said suddenly, “we can continue to talk about House colours and
necessities in the dorms and House rules later, but right now it’s cuddle time, Harry.”

“What?” Harry was on his second glass of whiskey and sat leaned into Voldemort.

“Cuddle time. Better get to it before it gets troublesome.”

Draco sputtered and Astoria blanched, probably because Hermione pretty much was ordering
the Dark Lord about, even if it was just to cuddle with Harry before the soul shard became
troublesome, as she put it.

“Oh, oh, right, I … yes. I actually forgot the time. Thanks for reminding us.” Harry grimaced;
he didn’t much want to leave the room or the conversation. He had had such a good day with
Zinnia and this was the perfect way to end such a good day, discussing plans about the future
with his friends and husband. Unfortunately, he didn’t have much choice in the matter. As
usual.

Hermione nodded, got up and removed a bag from her pocket. She enlarged the bag and
removed a big piece of fabric from the bag before folding it out. “I have started a new crafts
project; I want to try to make patchwork quilts. This is my first finished product. If you both
want to continue the conversation here with us, but keep some privacy and warmth, you
could just sit beneath this.”

It was a great patchwork quilt in mostly deep green, red, purple and blue in different patterns
and with one big piece of dark blue fabric on the back.

Harry straightened up a bit and looked at Voldemort. After hesitating for a moment, he
opened the mind door and felt Voldemort do the same.

*I do want to stay, but I don’t want to put you on the spot or subject you to anything you
genuinely do not want, like being half naked and trapped beneath me in the same room as
Draco and Astoria.*

Hermione was almost always with them if she was at the Manor around that time of day, and
as she had made the whole thing easier on Harry, Voldemort had never even tried to object.
Before their marriage Voldemort had been informed that Harry and Hermione were a package
deal and it seemed that he had truly taken that information to heart.

*I just … I had a very good day with Zinnia, after a very distressing and difficult week. It’s
so nice to both have the energy and the wish to sit like this. But, as I said, not if it makes you
uncomfortable.*

There was a pensive hesitation from Voldemort, but not as if he wondered how to decline,
and Harry hoped they could reach an agreement.



*The three of them will leave for a little while and we will sit under Granger’s quilt,*
Voldemort said after a few moments.

*Thank you,* Harry told him with feeling.

*I, too, like this setting and conversation, my own,* Voldemort said in a very low mental
voice, almost hesitant, as if he didn’t really think he should like something like that, much
less admit to liking it.

Harry couldn’t help it, he beamed at his husband, even as he closed the mental door between
them.

“But how do you get the time to do it all, Granger, that’s what I don’t understand,” Draco was
saying. Apparently, the conversation had gone on without them. “You help us with the new
school, you research both with Harry and on your own, I know you have been traveling
some, you teach the Nomagi classes, you take teenagers from the group homes out to the
Nomagi world on different outings, you make at least some potions necessary for St.
Mungo’s and the apothecary each week, you buy up and distribute goods from the Nomagi
world to the people who don’t have enough in our world and in addition to all that you are
here with Harry and Zinnia several times a week and also finish big crafts projects. Where do
you find the time for all that?”

“I don’t sleep, alright!” Hermione snarled, the way she only did when she felt cornered.
Draco hurriedly held up both hands in a peace motion, and Hermione held up one hand too,
while pinching the bridge of her nose with the other. “Apologies, Malfoy, I shouldn’t have
snapped at you. While it is true that I sleep very little, and not by choice, most of what you
mention takes just a few hours of my day and some I only do once or twice a month. I use the
craft projects as a distraction when I’m too tired or … troubled … to read, which happens too
often for comfort.”

“I apologise, Granger, I should not have pushed. It’s none of my business how you spend
your time.”

Harry caught Hermione’s gaze, then looked at Draco and Astoria then back at Hermione and
then towards the door. She lowered her eyelids to show she understood.

“Right, enough about that. Cuddle time means I can try out the new hot chocolate I have
found on the lot of you.” Hermione got up and looked at Draco. “Malfoy One, you would
probably like to check in on Zinnia and see if Harry tucked her in properly. Malfoy Two, I
need help with carrying the mugs back from the kitchen, and yes, I have to make the hot
chocolate myself; I have now voluntold you to help me. Come on.” Then she suddenly
stopped. “Should I call you Lord and Lady Malfoy? I have completely forgotten that today.”

Astoria laughed while walking past Hermione towards the door. “Granger, you don’t even
call the Dark Lord by his title, I believe we are lucky that you use our last names and not just
call us One and Two. Besides, I think I would like you to call me Astoria from now on, if you
don’t mind.”

“No, I would like that. Thanks. And it’s Hermi then.”



“Draco,” Draco said.

“Thank you. And it’s Hermi for you too.”

“Hermi, do you have the recipe for the Sleep Potion I make for Harry?” Draco asked as the
door closed behind them. “It’s not as powerful as the Dreamless Sleep, but Harry claims it
helps nonetheless.”

Harry got up with a grin. “It only took half a year for those three to get on a first name basis.”
He summoned the quilt before removing his T-shirt and casting a cleaning charm on his
trousers and on himself. He hadn’t showered after all the day’s activities, but the charm
would remove the worst of it. Voldemort did the same and they sat down again.

“I’m just checking, it doesn’t actually bother you that Hermi only calls you Slytherin, right?”
Harry asked while levitating the quilt up in the air before putting it over them and relaxing
back against Voldemort’s chest with his husbands’ arms around him beneath the quilt.

“If it did, I would have said something long before now, Harry.” Voldemort hugged him
closer before loosening his grip again.

“Good. Thanks for letting us stay here. I mean, you said you liked the conversation too, but
still, thanks.”

“You are very welcome. Are you satisfied with the House names and their mascots?”

“Yeah, I am. We might end up with different Houses in the end, or maybe we will let the year
groups choose their own House from a pool of Houses, or something else entirely, but until
it’s proven that what we have now won’t work, I like it. Next on the agenda is colours, I
think. I would like one House to have purple as a colour. I remember Ava Anastasia Skeeter
mentioning she wished there was a Hogwarts House with purple as a colour. Now it can be.”

“Deep purple with silver or black as a contrast colour could work,” Voldemort said.

“Yes, I think so too. Maybe for Monoceros or Pegasus House. Do you think that the Houses
that will build on the original four should maybe keep their colours?”

“Yes, I believe that would be best.” Voldemort nuzzled the side of Harry’s head, where his
hair was cut to a short fuzz. Harry relaxed even more into Voldemort’s arms. Such actions
from Voldemort, when they were alone, were no longer completely unexpected, but it could
still surprise him. The thought that Voldemort would want to do that could still surprise him,
but it was far from unwelcome. He wanted more, but he wasn’t quite ready to ask for that yet.
Not outside special occasions and circumstances. But as he had asked on such occasions, he
at least was closer to be ready to ask now than he had been. And it felt good to sit like this, on
Voldemort’s lap, in his arms, and feel safe and even … valued. He didn’t at all doubt that
Voldemort valued him as a person. If he had been in doubt, he wouldn’t want to ask for more
physical contact than was strictly necessary between them and he wouldn’t have enjoyed
their trysts nearly as much as he had. He certainly wouldn’t have begun to plan the little
house or cottage where they could hide away and enjoy their wedding night. The wedding



night that would be just for the two of them and for no one else. And definitely not because
of any contract.

Hermione came into the room again with a small tray with three cups on it and Astoria was
right behind her with two more cups. Draco closed the door behind them.

“Now, it’s proper cuddle time,” Hermione said and put down her tray before putting two cups
on the table in front of Harry and Voldemort. It was the blue and gold cup and the green and
silver cup that she had given them the first time she had visited the Manor, the same cups she
had used each time she shared a cup of hot chocolate with them since. There were even
marshmallows and whipped cream exactly to their liking, as well as straws to make it easier
for them to drink when the soul shard would make it impossible to move away from each
other. Hermione’s own cup was the usual dark purple. “Except I forgot to ask Nagini if she
would cuddle with me, as I’m the only one without a cuddle partner and Zinnia is asleep.”

“I do not want to push or hurt, but … it did not work out with Blaise?” Astoria asked
carefully before picking up what was now most likely her cup, it was of similar size as theirs
and in ice blue and silver. Draco’s cup was in white and silver.

“Ah.” Hermione leaned back with a small grimace before she sipped at her cup. “He was
there when I briefly lost my mind and killed and tried to eat Grayback. I don’t think the
killing part was any real problem. The eating part, though …” She shrugged a shoulder, and it
was only because Harry knew her so well, that he saw the pain that still lingered.

“He was both very fair and very kind about it. We tried one more date a week after it
happened and then Blaise told me that the memory got in the way every time he looked at
me, that he certainly didn’t blame me in any way, but that he found it too hard to continue to
try and build a relationship because of it. He even offered to try again farther in the future, if I
wanted, but he needed some time to get over it. You were right, I had a grand time with him
and even if it didn’t end like I, like we both, wanted, it didn’t end badly, not truly.”

“I’m sorry to hear that, Hermi, truly,” Astoria said.

“It is what it is. I have had two dates after him with other people, but now that I know how
great it can be when I actually like someone, it’s a bit harder. I haven’t given up yet, though, I
want that life partner and that family too much to give up.”

“If I come across anyone I think you might like, I will tell you,” Astoria promised.

“Thanks. Your recommendation of Blaise came true, so I would like that.” She gave Astoria a
small smile. “Let’s talk about something else than my non-existent love life and lack of a
cuddle partner. What about a colour scheme for the Houses and I realised that no one has
mentioned if we are building a new castle or if we are making the school completely
different. Harry, do you think you can stomach to help build a new school since it’s nowhere
close to where Hogwarts stood?”

“Help build?” Draco said dryly and took a sip from his cup. “Give him the plans and a week
and he will probably build the whole bloody thing himself, given half a chance. This was
really good, by the way, Hermi. What am I tasting a hint of?” He held up his cup.



“Harry will not build the whole thing by himself, as I want to help,” Hermione said
stubbornly with narrowed eyes at Harry and he grinned at her before sipping from his straw.
“And you are most likely tasting a bit of chilli or a hint of the cinnamon I used. I hope it’s not
too much, I know you prefer less spicy tastes, Astoria?”

“No, it’s good. Any more and I wouldn’t have enjoyed it, I think, but this is good.”

“Great! Now, House colours, House and school rules, subjects, sports!” She clapped her
hands and Astoria asked Prim for a roll of parchment and a dictaquill to write down all their
ideas, so they could remember them and thus put their ideas to use.

Harry enjoyed the next hour immensely. The discussion, lively and serious in turns, reminded
him of better times. Times before the war and before so much loss. But even better, the
discussion they now had was about things that most likely would happen and that would
shape and advance their society for years to come. It was about the future of their children.
The children he had married Voldemort to protect. Now they would learn about their own
history and culture, they would learn about the Wheel of the Year and how to celebrate the
different sabbaths and solstices. They would learn how to move in the Nomagi world as well
as more traditional subjects as Charms, Transfiguration, Potions and more.

After an hour Harry looked down at Hermione who sat on the floor beside the sofa and
studied the quilt beneath a glowing ball while continuing the discussion. She was frowning so
much that Harry almost asked what was wrong, but before he could, she gave a sigh.

“It looks like I should keep to knitting. That at least I can do without seeing, it’s in my hands
by now. The quilt isn’t horrendous, but I see now that it could be a lot better.”

“It’s the first one,” Harry hurried to say. “Of course it has some flaws. Continue practising,
you will get better at it.”

She shook her head and got up from the floor. “I don’t need perfection, not in this, but the
result put up against the work and the headaches during the process … it’s not worth it.”

“You got actual headaches while making the quilt?” Astoria asked, concerned.

“Yeah.” Hermione dumped down in a chair and pointed at her black eye. “I’m half blind so
details are hard, to put it mildly, and my one good eye works overtime when I do things like
that.” She waved at the quilt. “But I really wanted to try, and I still work with runes, even if it
takes a bloody long time now, so … I gave it a try. Not worth it.”

Astoria paled so drastically that Harry worried for her, and he wasn’t the only one.

“Astoria!” Draco put a hand on his wife’s shoulder. “What happened? What did you recall?”

“The book … The first courting gift you gave me, Draco …” she whispered and turned to
look at Draco. “The one that makes it possible for me to glamour my eyes and keep most of
my sight, even if it still isn’t perfect …”



Draco blinked and was up from the couch like a shot and then out the door. Astoria’s hands
were trembling.

“I’m so sorry, Hermi, truly sorry. If I had stopped and thought, if I had just used my damn
brain …!” she hissed.

“While it’s kind of you and I appreciate the thought, a glamour won’t really solve anything.
Even if it will make it easier to move around, especially in the Nomagi world where damage
like this is not only unusual like here, but pretty much impossible. Normal glamours don’t
work very well on this kind of curse damage, but you have better glamours, if I understood it
right?”

“No, I mean, yes, but that’s not the point right now. The book was an old, old Greek text
about healing, first and foremost. The glamour was just a bonus, hardly more than a side
note, even if that was most important to me. The topic of the book is healing of the senses. I
have used one of the healing spells before, on a friend that later died. She was completely
blind in both eyes, she … it … it wasn’t a curse, it was a knife. But the spell gave her her
vision back, completely and perfectly. Wiped me out for days, but she could see again, so it
was worth it.”

“What?” Hermione croaked.

Harry almost held his breath.

“I’m quite certain I can give you your vision back,” Astoria whispered. “I can’t promise that
it will look like before, my friend definitely didn’t, and the curse will still be on you, you will
just be able to see even though it’s there. I’m so terribly sorry that I forgot for so long.”

“I … you think I may be able to see again, really?”

“I can’t say for certain before I have tried, but I’m quite, quite certain that it will work, yes.
Your eye still might be completely black, though.”

“I don’t give a damn about how I look if I can see!” Hermione almost squeaked.

Draco came running into the room, gave the small book to his wife who opened it and found
a page. Then she gave the book to Hermione who read the page several times before looking
up, first at Astoria and then at Harry. She swallowed hard.

“It seems plausible that it should work,” she whispered.

“Then give me an hour after cuddle time and I will cast it,” Harry said and Hermione nodded
jerkily and Harry looked at Astoria. “I know you are the Healer, or soon to be Healer, but if it
wiped you out, then I should do it instead.”

“Yes, that should work too. I will help you if you are in any doubt. I’m truly sorry that I
didn’t remember this before now. I did not hold it back on purpose, I promise.”

“Astoria,” Hermione said and Astoria looked at her again. “I believe you. We believe you.
You take Healing far too seriously to hold something like this back out of spite or anything



else malicious.” She paged through the book. “That said, a lot of this should probably be
introduced to Healers in general. There are a lot of people that have trouble with their
eyesight or their hearing after the war. Unless you plan to make it a part of the Malfoy or
Greengrass grimoire or similar?”

“No, while the book is old and has a lot of personal value, it’s nothing like that,” Astoria said.
“It’s just … The power it takes to cast those spells, most people wouldn’t survive it, or would
be magically exhausted for days, as I was. It’s not spells that everyone should know, no
matter how little I like holding back information. People who are desperate to regain their
senses could end up hurting themselves or others while trying to reach their goal with spells
from this book.”

“I see, that makes an unfortunate amount of sense.” Hermione nodded. “What if some
specialist could learn the spells and keep them secret, but also use them in cases where that is
the only solution for someone to get any of their senses back? If they have lost all vision, all
hearing, all taste, or similar, not just have lost some of it? I mean, I would be willing to
volunteer to cast these spells now and again if it was necessary, and I have enough power to
be confident that five to seven spells won’t wipe me out.”

“I … that … Yes, that sounds very good. Thank you. Unfortunately, that’s not all.” Astoria
gave a cautious little shrug. “Those spells are most definitely not Light or even Grey, I’m …
I’m not even certain I can call them Dark. They might be Black, even if they are Healing
spells. But then, there are branches of Necromancy that are considered Healing magic too. I
pay a continuous price for the use of the glamour. I can’t just tie it off and then Finite it when
I want to remove it, the glamour feeds of my magic all the time, not a lot, but still all the
time. I have only forgotten to remove it before bed twice, and that’s not something I would
soon forget again. It didn’t take enough of my magic during the night to make me magically
exhausted, but it became close.

“The spell to give you back your vision does just that. It doesn’t heal your eye, it just makes
you able to see despite the curse. My friend … the one that I used that spell on … she could
see after I used it, her vision was even better than before, but her eyes …” Astoria swallowed.
“Her eyes, even if she could open her lids after the spell … her eyes were still empty. There
was just magic there, instead of her eyes. Magic that made her able to see. Bright, white
magic instead of her eyeballs. She began to use very dark glasses or even a scarf. Because of
that, I have really no idea how the spell will work for you or how you will appear after the
spell. I must warn you about that.”

Hermione nodded slowly. “Thank you.” She sat silently and thought for a while. “Worst case
scenario I will use an eyepatch to hide it, even though I think they itch far too much to want
to use it just to spare people the sight of my black eye. No, I want to try. I need to try.”

“I absolutely understand that,” Astoria assured her.

“Why don’t you remove the glamour when you are behind closed doors, like now?”
Hermione asked. “Especially if it drains your magic. Is it because I’m here, or is it both Harry
and me?”



“I haven’t thought about it, to be honest. I just always remove it before bed and not before. I
mean, that would be vastly preferable. Does anyone mind?” She looked around.

“Of course not, dearest,” Draco said.

Hermione just pointed at her own curse damaged face and rolled her eyes. Harry rolled his
eyes too.

“Do go ahead, Astoria,” Voldemort said.

She removed her glamour and for the first time in quite a while Harry saw her ice blue eyes
with vertical pupils and the gold and black snakeskin pattern that was visible on her face,
arms and hands.

“I removed everything when I first started,” she said and looked down on her hands and then
at Draco in a silent question.

“I have nightmares about losing you to the curse, my love, not nightmares about how you
look after you are safe from the curse. Even if it is a reminder of that terrible situation.”
Draco took her hand in both of his and kissed the black and gold pattern. Astoria smiled
softly at him and then let herself lean into his side.

About two hours later Harry cast the spell and gave Hermione her vision back. He could
actually feel an immediate drain on his magic, but he supposed he would be able to cast the
spell for hours before it actually could make him close to exhausted. He wondered if Astoria
already had cast a lot of magic before she used that spell that one time, or if he just was that
much more powerful than her. He knew he had a much larger magical core than most people,
ridiculously large as Hermione put it, but he still thought that Astoria should have been able
to cast the spell without coming close to magical exhaustion. Then again, by now he was
probably unable to phantom how much, or how little, power most magical people had. For
better or for worse, he could no longer compare himself to any of them.

Hermione stared around the room, blinked and continued to stare. Then she closed her good
eye and continued to stare while tears slowly gathered and ran down her cheek from her good
eye. None fell from her cursed eye, but Astoria had informed them that that most likely
would happen. She gave a small gasp and turned towards Harry. He only got a moment to
brace himself before she flung her arms around him, hugged the air out of his lungs and
sobbed into his chest so her whole body shook.

“I think … I think we will retire for the night,” Harry said in a low voice while stroking down
Hermione’s back. He looked to Astoria and Draco. Draco nodded and Astoria smiled in
understanding. Voldemort gave a simple nod too, when Harry looked at him.

Harry opened the mind door between them and as soon as Voldemort did the same Harry
said:

*Thank you for tonight, husband mine. I really needed this kind of socialisation right now. I
also needed the reminder that we are rebuilding, we are going to make things better, even
after all we have lost. Things will become better, for everyone.*



*Indeed, my own. Things will become better, also for you.*

Harry gave him a small smile, closed the mind door and herded his crying friend out the door
and to his rooms.

Half an hour later when Hermione had cried herself out, she dried her face and conjured a
mirror. For a moment she stared at her reflection in shock, then she began to cackle. She
tossed her head back, black and white curls flying around her shoulders, and cackled. Harry
just sat there beside her on the bed and grinned. When she looked at him again with her one
normal eye and her one eye dancing with flames behind a black film, he just grinned wider at
her and got a wild and beautiful grin in return.

“I can see again, Harry, I can truly see properly again! I had completely given up all hope by
now!” Her voice was hoarse and wet.

“I am so, so happy for you Hermi, so incredibly happy for you!”

She burst into tears again and Harry, having been half expecting it, dragged her towards his
chest and held her while she cried.

Chapter End Notes
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“Alright, ducklings, time to wash up before lunch!” Luna clapped her hands and little
Thaddeus Nott, Ramona Shacklebolt and Aletha Shafiq together with Zinnia got up from
where they had been making their own flowerbeds in Luna’s conservatory and trooped out of
the room after Luna to wash up. Amber, the house elf Astoria had loaned Luna until her
youngest became eleven years old, set the table in the conservatory for lunch for all of
today’s visitors. The visitors included Harry and Zinnia, and Draco on Daddy duty while
Astoria had come as Harry’s guard together with an Auror that Susan had made a guarantee
for. Another guest was Theodore Nott, Thaddeus Nott’s older half-brother. That meeting was
more or less the reason for the whole get-together, besides giving the children a chance to
meet and bond. Theodore had found out about Thaddeus and had wanted to get to know the
brother he thought had died years ago.

“Thank you for letting me join you today and meet Thaddeus, Lord Potter-Black,” Theodore
Nott now said in a low voice to Harry. “The first I ever heard of him was that he most likely
had died with his mother. That I still have family …”

“It’s not me you should thank for this visit, Heir Nott, and I believe that your grandfather,
Lord Nott, is still alive,” Harry said inquiringly. It wasn’t that long since the old bastard had
made trouble for Hermione.

“Lord Potter-Black, I know very well that without you giving your consent, Miss Lovegood
could have approved all she liked and nothing would have come of it. And I was referring to
family that I could possibly like,” Theodore Nott said with a sneer. “Lord Nott might not be
as bad as Father became before the end, but there is not too much difference, I am afraid. If
he ever comes asking after little Thaddeus, don’t even contemplate giving them time alone
together. I still don’t know which of them actually killed little Thaddeus’ mother.”

“Oh, that was your father. Hermi cursed him for it when she found him over poor Demi’s
body. It took him a long time to die, so I assume that’s the reason why you didn’t realise she
and that situation was the reason for it. Hermi was supposed to get them both out of the
country that day. She was half an hour too late to save Demi. That’s why Thaddeus grew up
with Luna.”



“And for that I will forever be in debt to Granger and Lovegood. They saved my baby brother
before I even knew he existed. Growing up I always wanted a brother.” Thedore made a noise
and shook his head. “I think I was six when I realised that my brother would have to grow up
with Father and that it was probably for the best that I didn’t have a brother. That didn’t stop
me from wanting one, though. All that to say, I will take every minute I can get with little
Thaddeus, and be very, very grateful. And I will of course not do anything to separate him
from his chosen family.”

“Good, because you wouldn’t have succeeded. Luna has full parental rights for all her
children.” Harry couldn’t stop his voice from becoming sharper, because it was exactly this
that he had feared when Luna came back with her family. Someone trying to separate them.
In the beginning it could have been so easy, as Luna didn’t actually have the legal papers
necessary to keep the children with her. Voldemort had seen to it that that changed rather fast,
and Harry knew that it was because Harry worried about Luna and her family. Voldemort had
promised they wouldn’t be in any danger because of him, and then he had gone a step further
and legalised their family so no one could separate them. Even if the children had blood
relatives that were alive.

Kingsley was now Ramona’s uncle and they met almost every week. Even if Kingsley,
McGonagall and the children they looked after hadn’t yet moved to Corvus Hall, the new
group home. Talon Bandini had both a place at the table and a room for themselves in
Germain and Mira Bandini’s home in Hogsmeade. Talon had been sceptical for weeks, as
Germain was a Death Eater and it was Death Eaters that had killed Talon’s family. Then
Voldemort had legally made Luna into Talon’s, and their other siblings, guardian, and Mira
and Oberon had come to visit several times to get to know them. Then Germain had given an
Oath that Talon would never be hurt under his roof, or with him around, if he was still alive
to protect them. Hermione had also taken them to the side and given them a portkey to a
safehouse she had set aside. That was when the suspicious teen finally had given in to their
curiosity and gone to visit their blood family.

As far as Harry knew, neither Amaranth Carrow nor Hayden Arbutus had made any kind of
contact with their blood family. Hyacinth Parkinson was the last of her family, just as Aletha
Shafiq was.

The children came streaming back into the room and Theodore Nott asked little Thaddeus if
he wanted to sit beside him and Thaddeus agreed, if Talon sat next to him. Talon had not
been working in the conservatory with the smaller children, but had been working on their
homework and had only showed up to eat lunch. Aletha and Zinnia almost got in a row about
who should sit next to Harry, before Harry asked Draco to move so Zinnia could sit between
them and Aletha could sit on Harry’s other side.

The lunch went on quite nicely. Harry observed Theodore Nott with his little brother while
they started to get acquainted. Theodore asked Thaddeus about his favourite colour, animal,
game, food and other things, and answered the same questions when Thaddeus asked them in
turn.

“Mom makes potions and writes and paints,” Thaddeus said proudly. “Mara makes food and
Cinna and Hayden heal people’s minds. What do you do?” He looked curiously at Theodore.



“For a while I was going to help rebuild Hogwarts. Do you know what that was?”

“It was a school in a big, big castle!”

“Yes, exactly. I went to school there, together with Miss Lovegood and a lot of the other
adults here. Now we know that we will not rebuild the castle, so now I have gotten the task to
help make the subjects that the children will learn in the completely new school. I really like
to read and I really like the thought of children liking to read and to learn, so that is a task I
can do. At least I think I can.”

Thaddeus nodded. “So, when I begin school in …” he counted on his fingers, “four years, I
will learn things that you said I should learn?”

“Yes, but I’m not the only one who makes the decisions, of course. And you might begin
school before that. Because while all children began Hogwarts at age eleven, we are now
going to let children begin school at age six. Starlight Academy of Magic will be for children
from age eleven and Little Star School for Magic will be for children from age six.”

“Little Star!” Thaddeus beamed and turned to Luna. “Mom, I will go to school at Little Star!”

Luna got up to kiss his hair. “That will be great, little pumpkin. I’m so proud of you.”

“What about us!” Aletha, Zinnia and Ramona said almost simultaneously.

“Daddy, I want to go to school too!” Zinnia proclaimed. “Please!”

“Of course, Zinnia, we never planned to not send you to school when it is ready,” Draco
smiled at her. “Hermi would never have allowed us to keep you home if there was a good
school for you to go to.”

“Learning is important!” Zinnia declared. “Both Hermi and Grandmother says that, so it must
be true.”

“So it must, indeed,” Draco chuckled and looked at Harry with laughter in his silver-grey
eyes. Harry grinned back.

Luna calmed down Ramona and Aletha with promises to go to school when it was ready, and
then Talon looked at Harry and asked:

“Do you know when it will be ready?”

“Why don’t you ask Heir Nott, he is more directly involved than I am,” Harry said.

It was both true and untrue, all at once. Harry got almost daily updates about the schools
because the schools were now Voldemort’s main focus. He also joined in on planning
sessions every other day because Voldemort knew that Harry both found the schools
important and liked that kind of work very much, but Harry wasn’t officially involved with
the schools. Not yet, not before they were going to actually build them. And maybe, in the
future, if he healed enough, he might be a professor there too.



The glimpse Voldemort had given him of a possible future often played in the back of his
mind and he was almost surprised by how deeply he wanted the future Voldemort had
painted. The thought of having healed that much, of being able to sleep almost normally,
something he had never really done in his life, get up of his own accord only a little later than
other people. Watch children play outside, safe and happy, far from pain and worry and war.
Working at a school together with Hermione to teach the next generation the wonders of
magic. Duelling for fun because he wanted to, not because he had to, travelling, and planning
new travels in the evenings … All of it, he wanted all of it. So much.

Talon looked at Theodore Nott. “Do you know when the schools will be ready, sir?”

“We are hoping to get Starlight Academy ready for students before October,” Theodore Nott
said. “We had hoped to manage it before September, but that won’t be possible. Little Star
should be ready after Yule. There was made a choice to concentrate on Starlight Academy
because the children that will go to that school have less time before they are supposed to get
out into the workforce.”

“Or choose their Mastery,” Draco added.

“Yes, or choose their Mastery. It was deemed more important to get those children into a
structured learning environment.”

“So, I will begin at a proper school again in Autumn,” Talon said and nodded. “I did go to a
Nomagi school before we moved here, and Mom has taught all of us magic at home, of
course, but I have never gone to a magical school before. Will there be a uniform, are there a
stipend for books, uniforms and other necessities? I know that parchment, quills and ink are a
lot more expensive than the pens and paper that we have used in our schooling so far.” Talon
looked inquiringly at Theodore Nott, either not knowing or not caring that they had put the
man on the spot.

“Talon, no matter what, we will get you outfitted properly, do not worry so,” Luna said
mildly.

“Mom, you soon have to pay to hold four children in school supplies, and books are not
cheap.”

“Young man, you do not talk about money with strangers around, it’s unbecoming to air your
finances so,” said the Auror Susan had made a guarantee for. Harry was rather disappointed
in her choice right now.

Talon went white, then blushed red, but Thaddeus and Ramona hurriedly leaned into them
and hugged them hard. Luna got up to stand behind them with a hand on their shoulder and
Harry said:

“I do not know what parents teach their children in pureblood circles, but in the non-magical
world, unknown adults have no right to chastise someone else’s child, and especially not in
front of the actual guardian. Is pureblood upbringing really that different?” He looked at
Draco.



“No, reprimanding other people’s children is not done. This is simply a case of very bad
manners, no matter how you look at it,” Draco said with a glance and a small sneer at the
Auror.

“Good,” Harry said with force and turned to the Auror who was now red with anger. Harry
could hope for embarrassment, but he doubted it. “Get out!” he hissed. “And do not come
near me or my family again before you learn some manners and are able to remember how
people introduce themselves. Your “young man” was unnecessary and hurtful and you should
be ashamed of your behaviour.”

The Auror spluttered.

“Astoria?” Harry said in a quiet, but icy voice.

“On it, no worries, Harry,” she got up and bodily hauled the Auror out the door to the
conservatory and then all the way out of the apartment. Harry could hear him protest, but if
Astoria answered, it must have been in a whisper. 

“Your family is not the only one to struggle financially, Talon,” Harry said to the now calmer
teen. “There will be stipends for all that need it, and if I’m not very much mistaken, all
school books will be on loan from the schools. That means that you can’t take notes in the
books themselves, but it will also be cheaper for you. I’m unfortunately still working on the
idea to get the magical world to switch from parchment to paper, but then again, no one can
tell you what you can take notes on and with, only what you can use on your essays and
exams.”

Talon gave him an unsure smile. “So, you think I may bring notebooks and ballpoint pens to
school?”

“Absolutely. If anyone complains, we will sick Hermi on them, or possibly Zinnia here.”
Harry ruffled her blond hair to a giggle from the girl. “She likes ballpoint pens a lot better
than quills when she does her homework, even if she does learn how to use a quill too,
naturally.”

“I have five different colours on my pens!” Zinnia said. “I like the purple one the best.”

“I like green!” Ramona piped up.

“Pink, pink, pink!” Aletha chanted.

Harry saw Theodore Nott look down at his little brother. “What colour do you like best when
you learn your letters and numbers? And are you also learning how to use a quill too?”

Thaddeus looked down and scrunched up his nose. “I haven’t found azure ink in a pen, so my
favourite pen is turquoise. Mom made azure ink for me for when I use a quill. My favourite
quill is ice green. The azure and ice green are really pretty together.”

“Thaddeus here really likes the different colours,” Talon shot in. “He can differentiate
between over fifty colours now, which he uses when he paints with Mom.”



“I would like to see your favourite colour, if you would show me?” Theodore Nott asked.

That got him a beaming smile.

Harry suspected that while Thaddeus probably never would move away from Luna and his
siblings, there was a very real chance that Theodore Nott had come to stay in his life. Just as
Germain Bandini had come to stay in Talon’s life and Kingsley Shacklebolt in Ramona’s.
Families were finding each other again and healing. It had been a year since the war ended
and while there still was much to do, it was also obvious that their world was healing now.
Truly healing.  

When he left with the other guest an hour later, Harry found himself almost impatient with
getting back to the Manor and to Voldemort. Even if Voldemort wouldn’t be at the Manor for
a few hours yet. Today was their wedding anniversary. When Harry had suggested their
anniversary as the day they could have their true wedding night, just for the two of them,
Voldemort had agreed at once. He had liked the symbolism of it as much as Harry had.

That was why, when Astoria had mentioned a public celebration of their marriage and the
peace, a few weeks ago, Voldemort had shut it down hard. They would celebrate the peace
later in the month, end of discussion. This year they would not be celebrating their marriage
in public. Last year the public, the marriage contract and the peace treaty got everything from
them, and they got nothing for themselves.

This year would be for them, and only for them. For the peace they had built between
themselves, for the joint life they slowly were seeing the possibility of, for the relationship
that was formed between them. Their one-year anniversary would be only for them, and what
would become their true wedding night. Or wedding nights, as Harry had made Voldemort
agree to a weekend with just the two of them.

Most often they only got a few hours alone each day, and more often than not those hours
were used to calm the soul shard. Harry almost found it hard to believe that he truly wanted
more than that now, but he did. He did want that. Not all of it in bed either, even if that was a
lot of it. Harry wanted several hours where they could talk and discuss and plan and just be
themselves and together, without the outside world intruding.

Voldemort had acquiesced without any objections, which told Harry that he wanted this too.
That thought was kind of exciting; to be wanted. He remembered how afraid he had been on
their wedding day a year ago. How completely terrified. He remembered how hard it had
been to be close to Voldemort then, how he had gotten a panic attack from that alone. He
remembered how sure he had been that he would be dead within the month and how he had
silently prayed that it would be painless, that he wouldn’t be tortured to death.

A year later he trusted Voldemort enough to not only be close to him without getting a panic
attack, but relax in his arms and even wanting to be close to him. Wanting to be fucked by
him. He trusted Voldemort, his Monster, enough to ask for the kind of pain he liked, ask for
Voldemort to hold him tight and not let him go, beg him to bite him and hurt him and fuck
him.

It was a bit hard to comprehend all the differences one single year could make.



Now Harry wanted to go back to the Manor and check on the little cottage he had made for
them on that perfect place by the lake. Check that everything was ready for their anniversary.
That the food and drink he had asked Dobby to make was done and behind stasis charms, that
the bed was made up and that there were towels and blankets aplenty. That the bathroom with
its big shower and gargantuan bathtub was clean and stocked with soaps and oils and
bubbles. He wanted to make sure that there was firewood both for the little fireplace inside
but also for the fire pit outside on the patio with its chairs and lounger. He wanted to check
the wards around the cottage to make certain that only Dobby, Nagini and a Patronus charm
could enter from the outside, and nothing and no one else, so nothing could disturb them. He
wanted everything to be ready for when Voldemort came back from the meetings he had
about the new schools.

Harry wanted to go home.



The Wedding Night

Chapter Notes
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Voldemort looked at the little cottage made of grey wood, black stone and great planes of
glass. The glass covered most of the cottage and was charmed both so no one could look
inside from the outside and to let more or less light in by a simple command. Voldemort was
in truth not entirely certain that cottage was the right word for the little structure in front of
him, hidden behind wards he had helped construct a week ago, before he left Harry to build
what he wanted. Voldemort’s requirements for their place had been a calm place, without too
many details. He had also wanted it to be easy to be close together, as that was pretty much
the entire reason for the place. Because of that he had wanted it to be easy to sit or stand or
rest side by side. Other than that, he had told Harry to have fun with it, because he knew how
much Harry enjoyed building places and making them comfortable.

Harry had most certainly done that. The cottage was rectangular with a flat roof and more
glass than stone or wood. In front of the cottage, towards the lake, there was a patio in the
black stone that also was on the cottage. On the patio there was both a table, chairs and a
lounger in front of the firepit. It looked like a very nice place to sit and appreciate the sunset
or just to meditate.

Voldemort went inside through the glass doors and came into one big room with a small
counter with cabinets below and above it. He could smell the food in the cabinets and an
open bottle of white wine stood open beside two glasses. There was a small table and a deep
couch set in front of the big window with a view towards the lake and on the other side of the
room, against the only inside wall in the cottage, stood an enormous plush bed with a
mattress and coverlet so thick and soft that he feared they might drown in it.

“Oh, you are home!”

The voice had him spinning around to look at Harry in the door behind him, dripping wet
with a towel around his shoulders and another around his waist. Wet and more naked than
not. His husband had begun to get a tan again and the muscles under soft skin and white scars
made his body a sculpture that Voldemort wanted to taste and mark and make his own. He
was quite certain that he would be allowed to do that today. Harry liked it when he did that,
and there was little Voldemort himself liked more than to mark Harry, to make him beg and
whimper and scream and plead. To mark him as Voldemort’s, his husband, his mate, his soul,
his equal. His.

Then the words Harry had said truly registered, and Voldemort could feel himself freeze.
Never before had Harry himself used that word for Malfoy Manor. Voldemort had suspected
that Harry never would see Malfoy Manor as his home, not truly, but now … But then again,
this was not Malfoy Manor. This was a cottage that Harry had built for them and them alone.
It would be their place, under the Manor’s wards, but still their place, just for them. That
might have made all the difference for Harry, and Voldemort could not really disagree.



“Yes, I am home, my own. Did you have a pleasant swim?”

“Yes, I did, thanks. Would you pour wine for us while I take a fast shower and dry myself
off? If you are hungry there are plenty of snacks in the cabinets,” Harry nodded towards the
cabinets and the counter where the wine stood, “Dobby outdid himself. I will be right back.”
He looked at Voldemort and hesitated, his gaze lingered on Voldemort’s lips for a moment.
Voldemort managed not to smirk in satisfaction.

It was truly astounding how much a year could change between them.

He held out a hand toward Harry and Harry hesitated only for a moment longer before he
took it and leaned in to kiss Voldemort on the lips. Before Harry managed to pull away,
Voldemort set his teeth in Harry’s lower lip and carefully bit down. Harry groaned and
lingered while Voldemort licked the lower lip he had caught between his teeth before he
released Harry and let himself smirk. 

“So not fair,” Harry muttered and eyed Voldemort’s smirk with narrow eyes.

“I am simply setting the mood for later,” Voldemort defended himself.

“Merlin help me,” Harry muttered and turned away to hurry into the bathroom Voldemort still
had not seen, and hopefully a very fast shower.

Voldemort poured the wine for them both and floated both the wine, both glasses and a small
plate of finger food to the patio outside. After all, if he could be outside, that was always
Harry’s first choice. Voldemort suspected that was one reason for all the windows, or more
precisely, the walls of glass in their cottage. He sat himself down on the soft cushions on the
double, or possibly triple, lounger. Because he was hungry, he ate some of the food while
waiting and he had begun to truly appreciate the location Harry had chosen for their place
when Harry stepped up beside the lounger.

His inky black hair was still damp and pulled up into a bun on the back of his head, but he
was dressed in a robe of soft grey silk that clung to him, making the width of his shoulders
and the muscles there even more obvious. The robe cinched in at the waist and then flowed
down his legs. Voldemort let himself enjoy the sight before he held out the untouched wine
glass and Harry settled beside him on the lounger and took the glass. His feet were bare too,
just as Voldemort’s. After hesitating for a bit, Harry leaned closer and they sat shoulder to
shoulder and ate the finger food and drank the excellent wine Harry had chosen for them.
Voldemort turned his head and kissed Harry’s temple, just because he could, just because that
would be welcome. He would be welcome now. Harry hummed in contentment while sipping
his wine, nibbled at a small sandwich, and let himself lean even further against Voldemort.

It was a peaceful moment, but also full of anticipation because both knew what would happen
later. This time, Voldemort was entirely certain that they both wanted it, yearned for it even.

A year later and there was a world of difference.

“I wanted to give us an opportunity to talk about our wedding night, our weekend,” Harry
said in a low voice. “Your suggestion to stop thinking of our first time in bed as our wedding



night, to just think of it as part of the contract, has actually helped me a bit. It … hasn’t
actually made that whole situation any better, but at the same time it has made it more
tolerable, I suppose. To simply not give it much importance. Also, knowing that without that
night, there wouldn’t have been any mind bridge makes it more bearable, too. Because I’m
convinced that what we have now couldn’t have happened without that mind bridge. There
was simply too much bad history between us, and I was, still am, far too traumatised to trust
you without a proper reason.

“Anyway, right now I just want to put it out there that if you ever, now or later, decide that
you want to try to switch places in bed, to experience being taken, I’m alright with that. No
matter how much I enjoy how we have done it so far, I’m willing to try doing things
differently if that’s something that you wish. I just wanted to say it, because I don’t want you
to think that that would never be on the table, since I enjoy the status quo so much.”

Voldemort did take a few minutes to think about that, because it was obvious that Harry
wanted him to think about it, but no matter how he looked at it, it didn’t seem at all tempting.

“Thank you, Harry, but I do not think that is in the cards for me. I do apologise if that is
something you would like to try, but I cannot see myself enjoying that situation. At all.”

“No no, that’s alright, more than alright. I pretty much figured that would be your answer, but
I had to put it out there because it’s wrong to assume.” His voice became lower, almost
plaintive, and Voldemort was not convinced that he was supposed to hear it. “I enjoy how we
do it so much that it’s almost frightening.”

Voldemort did not comment, but determined, yet again, to never stop being careful with
Harry. It was obvious that there still was more to learn and overcome before Harry would be
able to trust him completely and let go of all doubt. And Voldemort wanted that, he wanted
that very much. He had worked towards that goal for almost a year now, and much had been
accomplished in that year, more than he had thought possible. He could continue to work to
reach his goal.

“I agree, it is wrong to assume. I have to admit that I much prefer your method of discussing
it, instead of guessing and assuming. As such, I have something to confess. I believe I have
mentioned that it has been a long time since I had any interest in sex and even then it was not
prevalent. Because of that I do not know a lot about the different flavours sex can have for
different people. Your desire to be hurt was new to me, but very much welcome, have no
doubt. I wanted to know more and went to a library in the Nomagi world, posed as a
psychologist with a patient that I needed to understand better and asked for books on the
subject.” Harry sputtered, but his shoulders were shaking in what Voldemort supposed was
silent laughter, as no angry outcry was heard, so he continued.

“When I had the right terminology and some authors and titles on the subject, I went to
several bookshops to find more information. In the end I became satisfied with the
information I got my hands on. I have spent the last month or so reading about kink, BDSM
and fetishes. Fascinating subjects,” he added dryly at the end, because he was certain that
Harry was now biting his tongue to not laugh out loud, and Voldemort wanted to make it very
hard for him.



That did it. Harry gave in and laughed so his whole body shook with it.

“I can almost see it, you talking so coolly about fetishes to those poor librarians!” he
chuckled and dried his eyes with his fingertips. “You could have just asked me, you know. I
have books.”

“I wanted my own,” Voldemort said.

“Of course you did, you bibliophile.”

“There is nothing wrong with liking books.”

“I grew up with Hermi and I am married to you; I would never dare try to say that there is
anything wrong with liking books, my Monster, never.” He chuckled again. “So, did you find
anything interesting in those new books of yours?”

“Yes, quite a bit. I figured out that I am most likely what the books call a sadist, and that
sadist in this context is an acceptable label to have. I am also quite certain that I was the
unacceptable kind of sadist when I was insane, and that thought is somehow even more
troubling now than before. You, on the other hand, are a masochist.”

“Yes, I absolutely am. The right kind of pain with the right kind of person, pushes a lot of my
buttons. Though, to be frank, I’m not really a fan of labels. They are good as a starting point
and for getting information, but people are so very, very different that just stating that I’m a
masochist would never be enough to get the full picture. I also feel that labels tend to make
things more serious than they need to be, and they come with a lot of stigmas. You don’t need
to call yourself a masochist to enjoy pain, and someone new to it can get completely turned
away by the thought that they strictly speaking fit the label sadist. Which is the reason why I
haven’t brought up labels and terminology. If I had known that you wanted more information
and was looking for books, I would have helped, and gladly. Just so you know.”

“Noted.” Voldemort nodded and sipped his wine. He understood why Harry disliked labels
when he put it like that. After all, he did not need any more than Harry telling him what kind
of pain he liked, and begging for that pain, to get the correct picture. “In addition to get labels
and names and a bit more understanding about what we have been doing, I also got quite a
few ideas.”

“Oh? No, wait, hold on. I want to know all about your ideas, but I just have to be certain first.
Now that you know more and have a better understanding, does anything we have done, I
have asked you to do to me or that you have done to me, trouble you in any way? I mean, in
this case I’m the one with the most experience, and while I have tried to make absolutely
certain that you have been alright with my suggestions and not to push you, a new
understanding might make a difference in how you feel about it.”

“I am fully capable of making my own decisions, Harry.”

Harry turned so they could easily see eye to eye. “Look me in the eyes and tell me that you
never have felt the slightest bit of concern or worry when you have hurt me on my request,
and I will retract my question.”



Voldemort looked him in the eyes, and frowned. “I cannot tell you that. But I can tell you that
you have always managed to remove that kind of feeling rather quickly. You are very good at
making it known that you like what I do to you.”

“Good, your comfort and peace of mind are important to me.” Harry sat back again. “Now,
what kind of ideas did the books give you?” He took one of the small sandwiches from the
plate, ate it in two bites and sipped his wine.

“There was a concept, edging, that I read about. After reading about it I realised that we had
already tried that.”

“Did we ever,” Harry shuddered and leaned closer to Voldemort.

“I believe we both liked that.”

“Yeah, a lot.”

“That concept intertwined with the concept of orgasm control, which also is very …
interesting.” He halted.

“Do go on, I’m awash with anticipation,” Harry almost purred and when Voldemort looked
down at him Harry’s pupils were blown wide with lust.

Voldemort smirked and guessed that meant that he liked where Voldemort was going.

“I made a spell to make it very easy for me to keep control of your orgasms, and I was
wondering whether you would like to try it out. The spell is as well tested as I can make it by
myself, and the arithmancy is flawless. There is no chance for any unwanted side effects.”

Harry ducked his head and Voldemort could hear him swallow hard before slowly looking up
at Voldemort again. He was blushing now and his eyes were more black than green.

“Fuck, the fact that you went and made a spell to use on me like this … That’s beyond hot,
Monster.” He swallowed again. “I would very much like to try it, but I would like a few more
details about it first.”

Voldemort smiled and stroked a hand down Harry’s face, only to have Harry lean into his
hand and close his eyes. Voldemort leaned down and kissed him softly before continuing. All
the while marvelling at the difference a single year had made between them.

“It is quite a simple spell. You can get aroused, and stay aroused, but you will not be able to
orgasm without me telling you to. We can agree to the exact wording, because that will be set
anew every time the spell is cast. It is easy to cast and easy to remove, however, you cannot
remove it yourself. I will, of course, remove it from you the moment you tell me to. I will
also give you leave to orgasm if it becomes too much, and you tell me to let you. I believe a
so-called safe word would do in such a situation.”

Harry moaned and tried to hide his face against Voldemort’s shoulder.



“I have used the safe word ‘unicorn’ before. Does that work for you?” Harry’s voice was
hoarse and he did not look up at Voldemort.

“Yes, that will be fine.”

“You have never tried to do so, but just to be absolutely clear. You cannot tie me up in any
way, shape or form, that includes magic. Also, do not try to remove or dull my senses. Not
that I’m truly worried about any of it, you are very good at reading me and you have never
tried something new without me asking for it or goading you on. But after you have read
more about kink and BDSM; those are limits that can be easily violated and that can seem
insignificant until it blows up in our faces.”

“I will remember that, my own.” Voldemort kissed his hair and Harry relaxed a bit again.
“May I tell you to stay still or keep in a specific position as best you can?”

“That works, yes.” Harry emptied his glass and floated it to the small table.

Voldemort took the last bite on the plate they had shared and emptied his own glass before he
floated both towards the same table.

“If you feel like it, feel free to try and bite, scratch and pinch other places than you have
already tried. Not my face, feet or hands, or my cock or balls, though. No slapping or hitting,
either, I have a … peculiar relationship with that kind of pain and I do not wish to try that
today.”

“Noted, and my thanks,” Voldemort whispered and felt Harry shiver against him. Voldemort
drew him closer and kissed his forehead, letting his lips linger and feeling Harry shiver again.

“Could we … would you place that spell, please?” Harry murmured and then looked into his
eyes. 

What a wonder you are, my soul, Voldemort thought, watching his husband’s slightly glassy
eyes. You ask this of me, willingly and with evident anticipation while in the same breath
giving me permission to hurt you. The sincere trust that shows … You are a true marvel and
someone who genuinely can be my equal in all ways.

Voldemort sat up and pointed at the open place between his legs. “Come, then.”

Harry moved to sit in that very familiar position with his back against Voldemort’s chest, he
relaxed at once and leaned his head against Voldemort’s shoulder as he so often did when
they sat like this in the evening to calm down the soul shard. He did not move when
Voldemort spelled his robes open all the way, he only had the robe on. Nor did he twitch
when Voldemort conjured lube and began to slowly stroke Harry’s half hard cock and
watched while the cock hardened further. Harry only moaned, letting Voldemort do what he
wanted to him.

“I was thinking that your permission phrase could be ‘Come for me, my own’ or something
similar,” Voldemort murmured while admiring how fast Harry got completely aroused under
his attention.



Harry kissed his jaw, but also tried to hide his face against his neck. A face that had to be
blushing, because Voldemort could feel the heat from his skin more than usual. Apparently,
this really pushed Harry’s buttons, as he put it, and it was obvious that Harry had trouble
remaining stoic about it.

“That sounds good,” came the eventual breathy answer while Harry’s member throbbed in
Voldemort’s hand.

“Look at me, Harry.”

Harry swallowed audibly and moved so he could look into Voldemort’s eyes. His eyes were
shimmering with lust and anticipation, but also something Voldemort could not put a name
to, something less ideal. Not fear, pain or anything as extreme as that, but something that
made Harry look a bit miserable, even in his desire. 

“Are you absolutely certain that you want this?”

Harry drew a deep breath and tried to blink away the haziness in his own eyes.

“Yes, husband mine, I am certain, and I will tell you immediately if I should change my
mind.”

Voldemort kissed him and wordlessly and wandlessly placed the spell while stroking Harry’s
arousal. Harry moaned into his mouth.

“There, my own, now there will be no orgasms before I give you permission.” He continued
to stroke Harry’s cock while also stroking down his chest, his sides, his arms and his face.

“Does that please you, Monster?” Harry whispered and tried to sit still under his ministration.

“It pleases me very much, my own.” Voldemort kissed his neck and shoulder before letting
his teeth graze over his skin. Harry mewled and jerked up into his hand.

“Please, please.”

“No, I think not, Harry.” He kissed his shoulder one more time and let the hand not stroking
Harry’s member brush over his nipples. “I want to try a different kind of pain, and you did
say pinching was permitted.” He brushed a nipple again before catching it between his
fingers and giving it a light pinch.

“Yes, yes, absolutely, please.”

Voldemort removed his hand from Harry’s cock, used a spell to clean the lube from it and put
it against Harry’s throat, hard, but nowhere near bruising. Harry only moaned wantonly, so he
proceeded. The free hand caught one of Harry’s nipples again and began to pinch down.

“Yes, please!” Harry gasped and mewled and even when Voldemort used his nails against the
sensitive nub, Harry only moaned and writhed and whispered hoarse encouragements.



It took close to half an hour with pinching on different areas of Harry’s body, interspersed by
moments of pleasure where Voldemort kissed him, stroked him until he became erect and
straining again, soothed red flesh and murmured praise, before Voldemort noticed that Harry
had reached a point where he could not stand anymore. There was less enthusiasm in his
sounds and his whole body was beginning to stiffen under the new pain.

“You have been so good, my own, so very good.” Voldemort stroked away Harry’s tears,
wanting to taste them, but realising that it was more important to see to Harry’s needs now.
He kissed Harry’s temple and began carefully stroking his erect and weeping cock.

Harry sobbed and clung to Voldemort’s legs where Voldemort had put his hands some time
ago with the instruction to keep his hands there and not to move.

“Yes, so very good.” Voldemort nuzzled his hair. “I am proud of you, my own. It was truly
delicious, seeing, hearing and feeling you like this. You deserve a reward for such a stellar
display.” His hand brushed against the sore nub of flesh, Harry sobbed, but did not protest or
try to get away. Voldemort kissed his cheek, temple, jaw and neck, all the while stroking
Harry towards an orgasm he could not get. He began to whimper, sob and squirm, but only
from pleasure now. Voldemort smiled against his hair and leaned down again to whisper.

“You did very good, Harry. Come for me, my own.”

The moment the words left his lips, Harry stiffened, shuddered, gasped, and came.

Voldemort let him enjoy the pleasure, and enjoyed in turn his husband melting in his lap.
Slowly he stroked over Harry’s body, steering clear of the flesh he already had abused, and
his hair and face. He kissed his husband and cuddled him against him. When Harry began to
focus outwards again, he used a very mild cleaning spell to clean Harry up, before he used
something different to clean his own hands and their clothes that they had not removed before
beginning.

“I think … I believe that was an excellent beginning to something that most likely will be a
fucking fantastic weekend,” Harry said hoarsely after a little while.

Voldemort removed Harry’s robe with a gesture, hoisted him up in his arms, got off the
lounger and strode towards their cottage with Harry in his arms.

“What …um …?” Harry was stiff for all of five seconds before he relaxed in Voldemort’s
arms, put his arms around his neck and kissed Voldemort’s neck.

Voldemort stopped in front of the open door into their cottage and looked down into his
husbands’ eyes. Maybe this was a silly notion, maybe he should have let it be, but the relief
and pleasure in Harry’s voice just then had put the notion into his head and he had acted
before he thought it through.

He suspected too much contact with Gryffindors.

Harry blinked up at him, looked at the door, looked at Voldemort who held him bridal style,
and then blushed. He blinked a few more times, drew in a breath and met Voldemort’s gaze.



The certainty and acceptance in those radiant green eyes almost made Voldemort crow in
victory.

Harry was his. His. His. His.

“Yes, please.” The words were filled with approval and tenderness.

A year later, and those words felt more like a wedding vow than what they had pledged on
their actual wedding day.

“Yes,” Voldemort stated with just as much approval as Harry, and much more tenderness than
he had thought he had in him, a year before. He leaned down and Harry met him in a soft kiss
before Voldemort carried Harry, his husband, into their cottage, their home, and laid him
down on their bed.

Their bed. Not his. Not Harry’s. Theirs. The two of them together. That had not mattered
nearly as much a year ago. That was not something he had given much consideration, a year
ago. But now, now it was essential. And Voldemort knew, beyond any doubt, that even if they
would continue to spend a lot of time at the Manor, this was their home now. Their home.
The home he shared with his husband.

Voldemort removed his robe and laid down beside his husband on their bed. He stroked a
slow hand down Harry’s face and then down his body.

“In a little while, I am going to begin to warm you up with my fingers. I will also bite you,
mark you, but not much after the pain I have already given you. I will open you up, and when
you beg for it, properly, I am going to fuck you. Slow and steady, until you beg, with tears in
your eyes, to fuck you harder. Then I will fuck you into the mattress and when I have come
inside you, filled you with my cum, marked you as mine inside and out, then, and only then,
will you be allowed your orgasm.”

He had not tried what the books termed dirty talking before, but now he realised that he liked
making his intentions, and his expectations of Harry, clear. That Harry could object to
something he did not like or could not tolerate, was a genuine bonus.

Harry looked down and did not meet his eyes when Voldemort was done talking, and when
Voldemort moved his head up with a finger under his chin, his husband’s eyes were big,
pupils blown and a blush stained his cheeks again. Voldemort appreciated it when Harry
talked about sex and about what he liked in clear words and with pragmatism. But he
suspected that he could easily come to adore this side of Harry. The hesitant and blushing
side of his husband.

Voldemort stroked the pad of his thumb over Harry’s lower lip. “Do you understand, my
own?”

Harry blinked those big, green eyes at him. “Yes, husband mine, I understand.” The blush
became deeper, and Voldemort leaned in and kissed Harry.



Chapter End Notes

Thank you so much for reading and for the comments, the subscriptions, the bookmarks
and the kudos!
I love to read what you think about the story and the characters! It makes writing this
story even more fun! Each and every comment makes me smile!

Hope you liked it! Please review!



Please drop by the Archive and comment to let the creator know if you enjoyed their work!

http://archiveofourown.org/works/37301629/comments/new

	Preface
	The Last Decision of my Life
	The Beginning of the End
	The Things I do not Know
	Reactions and Preparations
	The Introduction of Astoria Malfoy
	The Last Day
	Confrontations
	The First Day of Forever
	Breakfast and Hellfire
	The Seduction of the Dark Arts
	Concerning Snakes and Puppets
	Tree of Life and Magic
	Pardons and Ministerial Mistakes
	Nightmares and Thunderstorms
	The Free Press
	On the Verge of Collapse
	Breaking Point
	A Helping Hand
	Blood and Bile
	Getting Up
	The Machinations of War and Peace and Marriage, Part I
	The Machinations of War and Peace and Marriage, Part II
	Magical Legacy
	Political affairs
	Peace and Calm
	Messages and Meetings
	Confessions
	The Talk
	The Deed
	Claws and Questions
	Rebuilding
	Interviews and Interior Decoration
	Understanding the Nature of Breaks
	Power and Magic
	The Battle Call
	The Battle of Hogsmeade
	Mate
	Warlord
	The Art of Deduction
	When a Good Man Goes to War
	The Strangest Kind of Foreplay
	Package Deal
	Birthday Activities
	Hermi
	Teatime and Tents
	Confusion I
	Confusion II
	Test run
	Life with Granger Around
	Progressiveness versus Traditions
	Lord Potter, Lord Black
	Potions and Rage
	My Monster
	Midnights Conversations
	Thunder and Lightning
	Little Moon
	Zinnia Selene
	New Family
	Consequences and Parselmouths
	Ostara
	Core Expansions
	The Hunt
	Once a Black, Always a Black
	Beltane
	The Restoration of Hogwarts
	Past Trauma and Future Plans, part I
	Past Trauma and Future Plans, part II
	Babies and Curse Breakers
	New Schools and Old Spells
	Healing Families
	The Wedding Night
	Afterword

